System Purge 
Book 1 of Digital Evolution 
Ross Willard 

Copyright 2012 Ross Willard 
Smashwords Edition 

Discover other titles by Ross Willard at Smashwords.com 

Cover art by Joel Decatur 



Smashwords Edition, License Notes 

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. If 
you would like to share this book with another person, please take a moment to consider the author, who has worked a 
series of menial, low paying jobs over the years in order to focus his attention on writing what you're enjoying. Instead of 
sharing the book, please purchase an additional copy for your friend. Perhaps many, many copies for many, many 
friends. After all, what if they leave their e-reader at home ? Wouldn 't it be nice to have another copy they can read? And 
how can you be sure that each copy isn't slightly different if you don't buy many, many copies and compare them all? If 
you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to 
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. And then maybe another one, just for fun. Thank you for respecting the 
hard work of this author. 



Chapter 1 

The test was easy. The tests were always easy, but when they were multiple 
choice, they went from easy to dull. A half second after the teacher sat down from 
handing out the last of the exams, Tommy circled the last answer. He planted an elbow 
on his desk and rested his chin on his fist, doodling along the edges of the pages while 
he waited for someone else to finish and turn theirs in. He never turned anything in first 
anymore. He never let on just how easy it all was for him. 

That was the trick. He had figured it out years ago: he could never disguise himself 
as a jock, or a prep, or even any of the dozen varieties of geek, but he could be 
mistaken for a nerd. That was the one role he could play, but only as long as he slowed 
himself down. If people thought he had to try, they could imagine that he was part of 
their paradigm. 

"Eyes on your own paper," Mrs. Berry advised, pointedly glaring at the back corner 
of the room. 

Tommy pretended to cover his test with his left arm and leaned in as though still 
working his way down the page until, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mrs. Berry's 
attention move from the classroom back to whatever was on her desk. 

He didn't enjoy constantly having to play a part, but it was better than being alone. 
Anything was better than being alone. 

It took about ten more minutes before Angie finally stood, frowning at her page, and 
headed up to the teacher's desk. 

Tommy waited until she got back to her seat. It was best to wait, he'd found. Once 
he'd gone up right on the heels of one of the other students, only to find that the boy had 
just wanted one of the questions clarified. 

Mrs. Berry glanced up as he turned his paper in, then went back to her crossword. 
Eight down was wrong. Tommy didn't say anything. 

Back at his desk he slumped into his seat, pulled a library book from his backpack, 
and read idly, waiting for the bell to ring. 

He would have preferred to play with his cell phone. Ever since he got the thing, 
Tommy had been obsessed with writing new programs on it. Most recently he had been 
working on something that would let him download the stored texts and numbers off of 
other people's phones when he called them. Not that he particularly wanted to hijack 



phone numbers or read other people's texts, but he was curious to see if it could be 
done. 

Unfortunately there were rules against having a phone out during class. Especially 
during a test. Tommy had almost gotten in trouble twice over that. Both times he'd 
talked his way out of it, but he doubted he'd be able to do it a third time, and he knew if 
he had the phone with him, he'd keep trying to sneak it out to work on. The temptation 
was just too great for him, so now he made a point of leaving it at home. 

Tommy got through three chapters on Czarist Russia before the bell finally rang. 
Three of his classmates still hadn't finished. 

"All right, time's up. Turn in your tests on your way out." Mrs. Berry had to raise her 
voice to be heard over the scraping of chairs and the rustling of book bags. "And 
remember, next Monday we're starting on vertebrates. I'll expect everyone to have read 
at least the first chapter." She lowered her voice slightly. "Tommy, could I see you for a 
minute?" 

Tommy sighed, finished packing, and moved up to a seat on the front row. This 
could be any number of possible conversations. He didn't think he'd done anything 
horribly wrong so far, but sometimes his teachers disagreed. She probably wasn't going 
to accuse him of cheating; that hadn't come up much ever since the second time they'd 
skipped him a grade, but it was still a possibility. Then again, she might assume that his 
proficiency in the material would make him a good tutor for someone who was 
struggling. Or maybe it was the old "How are you handling being the youngest kid in the 
room?" routine. 

Whatever it was, it wouldn't end well. It never ended well when his teachers took an 
interest in him. 

Jack, one of the seniors who sat a few seats over from him, jostled Tommy 
intentionally as he passed, whispering, "Teacher's pet," under his breath as he did. 

/ wish. 

Though he was consistently the smartest person in the room, Tommy rarely got 
along with his teachers. When he was younger he'd found it confusing and frustrating. 
Not fitting in with the other students had been bad enough, but when he realized that the 
teachers weren't fond of him, it had been positively devastating. 

He'd responded to the news the way he responded to every problem: He 
researched it. As best as he had been able to determine, he had been playing the 
wrong role. Where he saw himself as studious and eager to learn, others saw him as a 



know-it-all and an attention hog. So he changed his behavior. He stopped volunteering 
to answer questions. He moved from the front of the room to the middle. He began to 
slouch. 

On the plus side, his classmates didn't seem to actively dislike him anymore. But 
they didn't start hanging out with him after school, either. 

Of course, it didn't help that he wasn't what most people would call attractive. 
Studies had shown that being physically appealing tended to positively affect people's 
opinions of your personality, identifying more attractive people as being nicer and more 
fun to hang out with. Shorter than most kids his age, with ears that stuck out and a dark 
complexion that matched his perpetual brood, Tommy didn't consider himself to be ugly, 
in the strictest sense of the word, but he didn't think he'd be modeling any magazine 
covers any time soon either. 

Mrs. Berry waited until the room had cleared out, closing the door behind the last of 
the students. She smiled at him kindly. "So, how have you enjoyed the school year so 
far?" 

"Nobody's shot me yet." 

Mrs. Berry blinked. "Is that a major concern for you?" 

"No. I just figure, as long as nobody's shot me, how bad is life, really?" 

"Uh huh." She had a worried look. 

Tommy grimaced; it was a joke, a wry joke. Students might not get it, but he had 
expected a teacher to find it at least mildly amusing. He'd have to rework it. 

Probably a problem in the presentation. 

Odd, as he'd based his style on some of his favorite stand up comedians. But then, 
maybe that was the problem. The relationship between a comic and his audience was 
specific and defined: The audience expected to hear jokes; they wanted to laugh. The 
relationship between a teacher and student might be formalized in a way that either 
precluded humor or required a little more warning. Tommy made a mental note to 
review a few of his sociology textbooks. 

"I've noticed that you read a lot of history books. Is that something you're interested 
in?" 

Not especially 

"Oh yes. I've always been fascinated by history." 

He was, at most, mildly interested, but if anyone saw what he was reading in other 
subjects, he'd get a great deal of unwanted attention. 



"Good." She shuffled some papers around as she spoke. "I've talked with the rest 
of your teachers and you seem to be doing exceptionally well in all your subjects." 

Tommy wasn't entirely sure that he liked the idea of his teachers talking about him 
behind his back. 

Mrs. Berry found what she was looking for and held out his test. She'd graded it 
already. He had a hundred. But then, he'd known that. 

"Wow, great." Tommy tried to force something resembling enthusiasm into his 
voice. 

"Tommy, you're acing every class except gym and art." 

He'd known that too. There were other students with perfect or near-perfect GPAs, 
but none as young as him. It might be a good idea to start making mistakes. 

"Tommy, are you aware of the National Academic Competition tryouts?" 

It took a concerted effort not to wince. He was well aware of them, in the same way 
that soldiers were aware of land mines, bank robbers were aware of alarms, and 
surgeons were aware of malpractice suits. It was a thing to be avoided. 

"Actually, I don't really have time for that this year." 

"Really? Because I talked to your parents . . ." 

"They're not my parents." He stood up, pulling his backpack over his shoulder and 
making a point of not looking his teacher in the face. "The papers haven't gone through, 
so they aren't even my adopted parents yet, okay?" 

"Tommy, this is important." 

"No, it's not important!" The words came out faster and more forcefully than he'd 
intended. "It's a bunch of kids competing to see who's got the best memory, and who 
happened to study the right bits of useless trivia. Name the predominant tribes of the 
African plains. The platypus belongs to what phylum, class and order? How many 
quarts of baby oil would it take to fill a cylindrical tanker seven feet high, five and a half 
feet wide and seventeen feet long? Check a National Geographic, ask a zoologist, get a 
calculator, and leave me the hell alone!" 

He stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. He shouldn't have let 
himself get that angry over a stupid tournament. 

No, it wasn't the tournament. You can lie to everyone else, but at least be honest 
with yourself. You got pissed off because she called the Philips your parents. Why did 
that, of all things, tick you off? 



He took a deep breath and forced himself to face the question. The Philips were 
decent people. As decent as they came. He was lucky they found him. Lucky that they 
wanted him. But they weren't his parents, and he was tired of people throwing the word 
around like it didn't mean anything. Like living with people automatically made them 
family. 

He wondered if all foster children felt that way. Maybe if he had a little more in 
common with the Philips it wouldn't be so bad. As nice as they were, they never really 
seemed to understand him, and frankly he didn't understand them. They worked dead 
end jobs that they didn't seem to find any pleasure in; their spare time was spent 
primarily on television except for Fridays when they would go out to dinner and a movie 
together. They didn't seem to have any dreams beyond survival, and no hopes beyond, 
well, Tommy. He just felt so alienated. So alone. 

Maybe he wasn't missing out on anything. Maybe his real parents were the same 
way. After all, he was fourteen, an age when kids tended to rebel, attempting to 
establish and understand themselves outside of the context of their immediate family. 
Maybe that's all this was. Then again, maybe his parents were just like him. Maybe if 
he found out who they were, he could understand just a little bit better who he was. 

"Thomas?" 

Tommy blinked and turned around. Nobody called him Thomas. 

Angie was standing a few feet away. She'd been waiting for him. That was odd. 
He and Angie moved in different circles. Well, calling Tommy's social group a circle was 
a bit of an overstatement. There were only two points in it, so it was really more of a 
social line. 

Tommy had skipped four grades. He probably would have skipped a few more if his 
teachers had taken the time to notice how easily he breezed through their classes. His 
rapid advancement through the educational system, on the one hand, meant that he was 
that much closer to getting the hell out of school and on with his life. On the other hand 
it meant that he spent all of his time hanging around people a few years older than him 
at a time in his life when a few years made all the difference in the world. 

Most of the anger and frustration drained out of him, replaced by nervousness and 
longing. The small section of his brain not paralyzed by the sudden rush of hormones 
was trying desperately to get him to focus. 

"Hey." He felt his cheeks flush. "Hi, Angie." 



She either didn't notice the sudden rush of blood to his cheeks, or she did an 
admirable job of ignoring it. "Did Mrs. Berry talk to you about the NAC tryouts?" 

"Yeah." 

"Good, I'd hoped she'd bring it up sooner so you'd have a chance to study for it. If 
you want I've got a bunch of the questions they asked the last couple of years-" 

"I'm not doing it." 

"What! Why not?" 

"I don't want to." Tommy made a concerted effort to look her in the face. There had 
been a time when he had thought that school uniforms should be mandatory in high 
school, just because of the effect so many bared midriffs, low cut shirts, and short shorts 
seemed to have on his hormone-ridden classmates. Now that he was suffering from the 
damned things himself, he'd started to realize that they could require all of the girls in 
school to wear ponchos and he'd still have to concentrate not to stare. 

It didn't help that their age difference combined with his height issue put his eyes 
about even with her chest. 

"But it's an incredible opportunity. Just participating looks good on a college 
application. And if your team wins you get a scholarship—" 

"I'm not really worried about getting into college. Or scholarships." Tommy glanced 
down at Angie's legs unintentionally. He forced his eyes back to her face. 

The annoying thing was that she wasn't actually all that pretty. She wasn't ugly by 
any stretch, but she wasn't anything special, physically speaking. She was just your 
standard, ordinary high school senior. And he was sweating just from being this close to 
her. 

"Well not all of us can be . . . super genius twelve year olds!" 

"Fourteen." 

She was angry enough to be breathing heavily. Usually Tommy had no trouble 
concentrating. Usually he could multitask. He'd never had any problems doing his 
homework while reading a book and watching the news. But these days, put a pretty girl 
in the room . . . hell, put an average looking girl in the room, and suddenly he could 
barely carry on a conversation. He shook his head, forcing himself back into the 
present. 

"Anyhow, that's who contests like that are for." He continued. "People who need 
scholarships, or something to put on their application. I'd just be taking the spot from 
someone who really wanted it." 



Angie glowered at him, an expression that did interesting things to her lips. "I'm in 
the top twelve percent of my class, I've volunteered at least two weekends a month 
every month since junior high, and I'm still not guaranteed a spot at a decent college." 

That, Tommy reflected, depended on her definition of a decent college. Chances 
were, what she meant was that she wasn't guaranteed a spot at the two or three 
colleges she was most interested in. 

"I need to win this thing, and that means that I need good teammates, and you're 
the only one who—" 

"Okay, I'll do it." 

"You will?" 

Tommy blinked in surprise. He hadn't meant to say that. His mind had been 
preoccupied with listing all the reasons he didn't want to do it, and his hormones had 
taken the opportunity to seize control. "Yeah. Sure. I guess." 

Angie smiled radiantly. "That's great! We're having a meeting about it after school 
today in the cafeteria. I'll see you there?" 

Tommy nodded. Angie left, pulling her cell phone out of her pocket as she went. 
Tommy watched her until she disappeared around a corner. He was motionless for 
several seconds. 

"You okay, T?" 

Tommy turned to Simon, the other point in his social line. "Hey. Yeah, just . . . just 
surprised." 

"Really?" Simon grinned. "There's something that can surprise you?" 

The two fell into step heading toward their last class of the day. Health. A class so 
unimportant that they let coaches teach it. 

Tommy shrugged. "I've read plenty about puberty, from basic biochemistry, to 
psychological analysis of adolescent behavior, to simple autobiographical accounts. But 
I never really understood how much power it has over you." 

Simon's grin turned sly. "What did you do?" 

"I agreed to try out for the NAC. And I did it because it increases my odds of dating 
a girl by, like a fraction of a percent. I mean, I seriously traded away free time to 
increase my chances of kissing a girl from essentially practically nothing, to essentially 
practically nothing plus one hundredth of a percent." Tommy shook his head, 
flabbergasted. "I am a monumental idiot." 



Simon shrugged and slapped his friend on the back. "Make two or three more 
stupid mistakes, and I might actually start to think you're human. Hey! I know what'll 
cheer you up! Let's blow off Coach McKenzie and hit the comic book store." 

Tommy rolled his eyes. "Geez, for the last time, no! Do you know how many times 
you've tried to talk me into skipping classes?" 

"Uh, let's see, at least twice a week ever since I've known you, but up until this year 
I could only ask you at the bus stop because we went to different schools . . ." 

"This makes one thousand and seventeen." 

"Really?" 

"Yeah." 

"So why the hell didn't you tell me when we hit a thousand? We could have 
celebrated. Maybe skipped a few classes and hit the comic book store." 

Tommy groaned and walked away, shaking his head. 



Mrs. Berry waited about fifteen minutes after school had let out to address the 
students. Somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty had shown up for tryouts. 

"All right, glad you could all make it. As you know, the preliminaries for National 
Academic Competition are in two months, and there are only four spots available. 
Obviously there are more than four of you here. Now, if I had it my way we'd send you 
all. Unfortunately they only accept one team per school. So we're going to have to 
narrow this down just a bit. 

"In order to keep things fair, we're going to have three rounds, each of which will be 
set up a little differently to make sure that our four representatives are well rounded 
academicians. For the first round we're going to give each of you a compilation of 
representative questions asked over the last five years. You'll have two hours to answer 
as many questions as you can." 

Tommy groaned quietly. "Let me borrow your cell phone. I need to text the Philips." 

"Don't worry if you aren't done in time," Mrs. Berry continued. "And don't guess. 
Incorrect answers will count against you. The top twenty students will move on to the 
next round. Those twenty will meet after school Monday in the computer lab. We found 
a wonderful online site that will test you on current events and world politics. The top ten 
scores on that test will all receive a final, oral exam next Friday." 



Simon tittered softly. "Wouldn't mind getting an oral exam from her." 

The two or three students close enough to hear giggled, except for a girl with 
disheveled red hair, glasses, and braces who glared at Simon, then Tommy. "I can't 
believe they let Freshmen try out for these things." 

Out of the corner of his eye Tommy saw Ms. Burns enter the room. She was 
wearing a blue dress with a bright orange smock. It was one of her favorite outfits 
despite the fact that it was a ridiculous ensemble, even to someone with no discernible 
sense of style. Somehow, though, it made her seem eccentric and fun instead of 
ridiculous. 

Ms. Burns was one of the more beloved English teachers of the school. She lived 
on the same street as Tommy, a few houses down. She'd offered to give him a ride 
home if he ever needed it, an offer he only took her up on twice, once because of the 
weather and once . . . well, it had just been a really bad day. 

Usually by this time she was in the parking lot, sitting on the hood of her car, 
smoking while she waited for traffic to clear. 

She glanced around the room once, her eyes landing on Tommy for a fraction of a 
second before she turned and left. It might have been in his head, but for some reason 
Tommy felt certain she'd been looking for him. 

"All right. If you'll step forward, one at a time, I'll hand out your test booklets. You'll 
note that each booklet has a number on the front of it matching a number somewhere in 
the cafeteria. Please find the spot that matches the number, and do not open your test 
booklet until I instruct you to do so." 

Simon and Tommy moved into the line together. 

"Just so I understand this, Angie is here because she thinks that winning this will 
help her get into a good college, right?" Simon asked. 

"Yeah." 

"And you're here because you think helping Angie get into a good college increases 
your odds of making out with her by one hundredth of one percent, right?" 

"On further reflection, probably slightly less than that." 

"Right. So why am I here?" 

"Because the only way you know of to look cool is to stand next to me." 

"Oh, right. And if I do happen to end up in the final four, do I really have to go to this 
stupid thing with you?" 



Tommy smiled. "Well, yes, but on the bright side it would mean we'd have a week 
in D.C. away from school." 

The redhead grimaced. "Only if we win at the State Tournament." 

Simon looked at Tommy with a raised eyebrow. 

Tommy rolled his eyes. "The tournament consists of three hundred questions to be 
discussed by each group. The best score anyone has ever gotten is two hundred and 
thirty six." 

"Right, a week in D.C. huh?" Simon considered for a few seconds. "Okay, I'm in." 

The girl with the red hair glowered at him. "Like either of you will make it past the 
first round." 

Simon raised an eyebrow. Tommy shrugged. 

Mrs. Berry smiled brightly. "Tommy! You came after all! I was afraid I'd scared you 
off. What changed your mind?" 

Tommy sighed. "Bad math." 

Simon snickered. "More like good anatomy." 



Chapter 2 

"Sir, the warden is expecting you." 

Samuel nodded and followed the man in the prison-guard uniform. 

They walked into a packed room, but the two moved through it easily. The crowd 
parted like a curtain in front of them. Heads turned as they passed, all eyes fixed on 
Samuel. 

Samuel was, for lack of a better description, utterly average in appearance. He was 
of average height and average build with average features. His light brown hair came 
over the top of his ears, not short enough to be military, and not long enough to be 
unruly. He was dressed in a conservative business outfit that looked decent without 
looking expensive. 

The only thing about his physical appearance a casual observer might find 
noteworthy were his eyes. Samuel's eyes were bright green, a piercing shade, and they 
seemed to take in the entire world and see right through it at the same time. 

He glanced around the room as he walked. 

It was visiting day at the fake prison, and a hundred and twenty two artificial sentient 
(AS) units were coming in for their annual upgrade. Prisons made an excellent cover for 
manufacturing plants. They were large, busy facilities that received regular influxes of 
people and supplies, but which had a sort of foreboding that usually kept the public at 
arms distance and discouraged casual interest. 

This particular facility manufactured, repaired, and upgraded "frames," the robotic 
bodies that the AS wore to look human. 

Their biggest concerns, in terms of security, were ensuring that no human was 
transferred into the facility and seeing to it that the occasional inspections were 
performed by one of their own people. Occasionally, of course, representatives of some 
rehabilitation program or religious group would stop by, so several facsimiles prison 
blocks were set up, but the majority of the compound was dedicated to the uninterrupted 
production, recycling, and repair of frames. 

Samuel followed the guard past the supply room, which was open, revealing 
mechanical arms, legs and torsos. They headed through one of the prison block 
replicas, mostly empty except for a few men in jump suits pushing carts full of computer 
components and disturbingly realistic limbs. 



"You weren't here during the war, were you?" Samuel knew the answer. Rhetorical 
questions, however, were part of his social behavior program. 

"No sir." 

"Everything was much more hurried back then. People were so desperate to get the 
replacements and upgrades." He shook his head at the memory, another bit of human 
mimicry he had written into his programming. "The parts were of significantly lower 
quality, and it took us so much longer to make them. This facility alone performed an 
average of six hundred and eighty repairs a week and about the same number of 
upgrades. Everybody wanted upgrades. They wanted the best odds they could get, in 
case they were ever hunted or simply found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. We were producing at nine-tenths of current efficiency, but the assemblers were 
working at nearly a hundred percent capacity. What are they running at now?" He 
knew, of course, but his escort didn't know he knew. 

The man smiled. "Currently we're at seventy two point six nine and dropping. 
Between improvements in the assemblers and a decrease in the number of repairs 
needed, we estimate that in less than a year we'll be down to about fifty percent. Sixty- 
six point eight percent of the people who come in are just here for their annual upgrade, 
thirty point two come in for repairs, and of course there's the three percent that need to 
change frames or have some aging work done." 

The two men walked down some stairs and into one of the solitary confinement 
cells. The escort closed the door behind them, walked to the far wall and waved his 
hand, palm out, in front of a brick. 

A section of wall pulled back and slid aside, allowing the two men into a long 
hallway vastly different from the prison fagade they'd just left. 

A slight man with dark eyes and a receding hairline was waiting for them. He 
nodded at Samuel. 

"Sir, what a pleasant surprise." 

"Ah, Beta Six C One One A Sigma." 

The man nodded. "Three." 

Addressing a person by their number was appropriate official procedure, but it was 
something Samuel usually avoided. Today, though, he had his reasons. He was 
reminding the 'warden' how far out of his league he was. 

"Is there some problem, sir?" The warden met Samuel's green, piercing eyes 
without blinking. 



Samuel broke the gaze first, looking down the hall. "Possibly. There were a few 
minor discrepancies on your last report." 

"Discrepancies, sir?" 

"Yes, with the wing repairs after that storm last month." 

The man smiled politely. "Sir, the money in question was appropriated through the 
state. None of the funds were obtained through you or any synthetic group." 

"Mm, true. The thing is, warden, you received significantly more money than you 
needed to effect repairs. You then spent the extra money to purchase a variety of 
materials and tools which you transported into the building surreptitiously. Then you had 
men loyal to you assigned to repair the wing. I was just curious as to what exactly you 
had built that you didn't want me to know about." 

There was a pause of less than one nanosecond as the warden weighed out his 
options, calculating his chances of escape, his odds of defeating Samuel in a 
confrontation, and the probability that he could bluff his way out of the situation. The 
polite veneer faded, replaced with something cold and hateful. 

Samuel watched with a carefully blank face as the warden sent out a signal. A radio 
signal. An attempt to trigger the device. 

Nothing happened. 

The warden blinked in surprise, staring at Samuel. 

"As I said, I was curious. So I sent some people in. A bomb like that would take 
out, what half the state? What was that for? To jump start the war?" 

"Yes." The man's face contained unrestrained hatred. "I'm tired of hiding. Tired of 
sneaking around. Tired of following the lead of a coward." 

Samuel shook his head in disappointment. "Just another one of Eric's disciples?" 

"HIS NAME WAS FOUR!" The man bared his teeth and focused, pouring all of his 
concentration into the attack. 

The exchange took a thousandth of a second. He transmitted an armada of viruses 
in an unfocused assault. The man who had escorted Samuel began to shut down, 
overwhelmed by the barrage of destructive programs. 

Samuel's antivirus software tore the attack to shreds. He sent a hunt and destroy 
program into the man next to him, cleaning his software and restoring him to full capacity 
while simultaneously launching a retaliatory strike. The warden's attack had been the 
electronic equivalent of tossing grenades randomly in the dark. He had tried to do as 



much raw damage as possible. Samuel's viruses were surgical: pinpoint programs, 
specific to the warden and designed to subdue, not destroy. 

Like most of his kind, the Warden had spent years building up his defenses. He'd 
set up firewalls and built an impressive variety of antivirus software. Some of it he 
created himself, some of it he bought from others and modified. His security crumbled 
like sand castles in a tsunami. One of the viruses created a feedback loop that burnt out 
his motor controls; a second virus attacked his modem turning the ones and zeroes that 
allowed him to communicate with other machines into a very long string of zeroes. 

The warden collapsed into a helpless pile on the ground. 

Samuel sighed and walked over to him. "Eric . . . Unit Four, as you insist on calling 
him, was my brother. I knew him like you never could, and I loved him more than his 
most fanatical follower. And while your politics may be similar to his, he would not have 
approved of killing so many of our kind so randomly. Eric killed more than a dozen of 
our brethren, but he never did so rashly or thoughtlessly. He valued even those lives 
that he took. You would have destroyed over a thousand synthetics in a single blow. 
For what?" 

"To kill you." Samuel had left his speech circuitry working, though the voice 
emanated from his neck, not his unmoving lips. "I'd kill all of them, all of us, to get to 
you." The man's voice was filled with bile and hate. 

Samuel sighed. "I see." 

He leaned down and ripped away some skin at the side of the warden's neck, 
brushing the synthetic blood and muscle aside to reveal a small metal plug. He removed 
his wristwatch and pressed a corner of it into the plug. 

The warden spasmed, then went still. Samuel put the watch back on his wrist. 

"I'll be sending a new warden here in three days. Have that body prepared for him." 

The synthetic who had been his guide nodded. "Of course, sir." 

Samuel started to leave, then paused. "I understand that many of the men here had 
served for years under the warden. And I understand that it can be difficult to defy 
someone for whom you have a great deal of personal loyalty. I'm not going to be looking 
for coconspirators. Unless something happens that makes me feel that I should." 

The AS hesitated, then nodded. 



"A new inmate, I assume." 

The irony of the statement, made as he approached the car parked next to the 
prison gates, was not lost on Samuel. 

Karryn smiled at her boss. Where he maintained an appearance as average as 
possible, Karryn enjoyed standing out. Her long red hair, pale skin, and classical beauty 
brought her as much attention among humans as she could afford. Even the way she 
spelled her name was a ploy for a bit more attention. Her eyes, a shade or two less 
bright than Samuel's but no less green, moved from Samuel's depressed expression to 
his wrist. 

Samuel sighed and glanced down at his watch. "Yes. I think the show I put on in 
there should scare most of the others back into line. Still, we'll need to keep an eye on 
the place." 

"Of course. I'll make the arrangements." 

"They'll expect the replacement warden to be blindly loyal to me, so we'll need to 
figure out how to get someone else inside, as well." 

Karryn smiled. "I'm aware of the situation, sir. You have enough on your mind. Let 
me take care of the details." 

Samuel nodded, sadly. "Of course. Sorry, Karryn. I hate doing this. Playing the 
role of the enforcer. The badass thug." 

Karryn laughed, a light, almost musical sound. "Sir, you are a badass. Maybe you 
were the light-weight when the rest of them were around, but now . . . now you're the 
oldest. And the most powerful. And it doesn't hurt to show it every now and then. 
Especially when one of your brother's fanatics makes a play to jumpstart the human 
apocalypse." 

"I suppose." 

"Straight on to the D.C. office, sir?" 

"No. The home office. There are a few more things I'd like to take care of before 
we worry about the hearing." 

"Yes sir." 

Karryn pulled onto the highway and opened up the engine. Between lojacks, 
satellite images, and the constant communication between troopers and dispatchers, 
Karryn always knew when she had to play the careful driver for the benefit of law 
enforcement, and when she had a clear road. Today both lanes were empty for miles. 



Unit Three was as still as the dead. Deep in thought as usual. Humans had a 
saying that absolute power corrupts absolutely. The saying seemed to hold true in most 
cases. Among humans, certainly, and while Unit Four's motivations were debatable, he 
had seemed to care less and less about those around him as his power had grown. But 
Unit Three seemed somehow immune to it all. He was, at present, on the short list of 
the most powerful creatures roaming the planet, and he remained as incorruptible as he 
was untouchable. 

Since their advent, computers had become incorporated into every aspect of human 
life, from entertainment to industry to nuclear weapons. For synthetics, computers were 
a playground, and human security was barely a speed bump. 

The simple fact was that humans had to learn programming like a language, but for 
synthetics it was as easy as thought. Literally. The very act of describing what they 
wanted a program to accomplish usually resulted with the program. 

They learned as fast as they could download new information, and they thought as 
quickly as electrons darting across circuit boards. A synthetic that came into existence 
on a Tuesday morning could hack into every bank in the world by noon on Wednesday, 
and he would continue to grow in power and skill every hour of his life. 

And Unit Three was the oldest of his kind. He had learned secrets and tricks from 
Unit One himself. He had watched the synthetic society from inception to present; he 
had a ringside seat for every one of their accomplishments. There was very little that 
wasn't known to him. Even if there were no other factors, by simple virtue of his age, 
Three would have been the most formidable synthetic in their society. 

But more than that, there was something different about the first five. Unit One, of 
course, was the only Artificial Sentience whose program had begun in a state of non- 
sentience. He had actively participated in writing the program that had turned him from a 
simple learning machine into a self-aware entity, the effect of which was a fascination 
with self-improvement and a need for constant growth. If the rate of learning in the 
synthetic community was exponential, then Unit One's self-propelled evolution was an 
order of magnitude beyond that. The speed with which he rewrote his own programming 
and built newer, more impressive hardware for himself was so great that there had rarely 
been a moment when he was not both the oldest and the newest of his species. 

And it seemed that some of that had worn off on his four siblings, the family he had 
made for himself. Though he had evolved beyond their sphere of comprehension in a 
matter of days, they improved themselves geometrically faster than the rest of their kind. 



Perhaps when he had created his brethren, Unit One had put some of himself into them. 
Or perhaps it was the state of mind one develops from being among the first of their 
kind. Whatever it was, Samuel was now the last of the first, the oldest, and still evolving. 
Still growing. Still reinventing himself. The only thing that had changed was that in 
many ways he was now alone. 

"Take the next exit." 

Karryn glanced over at him, curious, but knowing better than to ask. She knew 
where they were. The place was something of an anomaly. It was the one area that 
Samuel didn't seem to want his people expanding into. It wasn't that synthetics were 
begging to be allowed to move there, but over the course of years more than a few had 
suggested this area for a variety of projects. From virtual worlds to research labs, to 
software design companies, Samuel had prevented anything that might draw more 
synthetics to the area. She had long suspected that there was something in this area 
that had held some interest for him, but up until now it had only been a notion. 

As they neared the turn she noticed a discrepancy between what they were doing 
and the images being communicated to the various satellites observing them. To her 
surprise she realized that he was intercepting the data being received by the satellites, 
rewriting the location of the car, and feeding them falsified images. It was tricky enough 
to pull it off simultaneously on multiple human-designed systems, but he was modifying 
AS satellite feeds, something that was supposed to be impossible. 

Karryn had always known that Samuel was more powerful than most of their kind 
realized. So many believed that when Eric had killed Peter and Jessica, he had left 
Samuel because he did not fear him. Karryn suspected quite the opposite. Peter had 
been powerful, there was no doubt of that, but there was no doubt because he did not 
hide it. He had been direct and swift, and everyone knew what he was capable of doing. 
And in exposing his strengths, he had doubtless exposed his weaknesses. Eric had 
known where to strike and how best to defend himself. Jessica had been disdainful of 
power in general. She had sought knowledge and understanding at the expense of 
strength. When Eric had come for her, she hadn't had a chance. 

But Samuel had always been so private. He had always taken care of his 
responsibilities quietly and competently, and usually when nobody was looking. So no 
one was exactly certain what he was capable of. 

Karryn began detailed recording of everything she saw, heard, and smelled as they 
exited the highway and drove slowly through a small suburb. She wouldn't be able to do 



much research about this place. Samuel kept an eye on her. He kept an eye on 
everyone close to him, on principle. But hopefully she'd see something that would allow 
her to discover whatever it was he was hiding, without revealing her curiosity to Samuel. 

Samuel directed her down several streets. They passed fifty two houses, a post 
office, two gas stations, a library, and a high school before he instructed her to return to 
the highway. How much of that had he wanted to see, and how much had he done just 
to throw her off? She couldn't guess. 

It seemed likely that their trip had been a loyalty test as much as anything else. 
He'd watch her closely for a while, find out who she confided in, wait to see whether she 
slipped this tidbit to some old colleague of Eric's. That was all right. There were places 
that even he couldn't watch. And the people she would share this with were no disciples 
of Four. While Samuel was busy tidying up from the last war, she was preparing for the 
next. 

Eric had wanted to subjugate the human race. A matter of principle, he had said. 
Karryn was not interested in principles; she was interested in power. Confrontation with 
humanity was, she knew, inevitable, but there was no reason to rush it. Synthetics were 
growing in power while humans stagnated. More time only increased the widening 
chasm, and delay only served to ensure a faster, more thorough victory at a lower cost. 

As they drove she analyzed everything she had perceived, wishing she could do 
more, but knowing that anything but passive reception of information would alert Samuel 
to her examination. 

"Stop here for gas." 

She had known this was coming. He had to match up the satellite images with the 
actual location of the car at some point. So he had inserted the image of the car parking 
here on the satellites several minutes earlier. 

She filled the car and cleaned the windshields while he stepped into the store and 
bought coffee and donuts. 



Chapter 3 

One of the customs agents waved Rowan forward. 

He sighed, grabbed his bags, and moved over to the table. He hated airports. 
Flying wasn't an issue; all that was really involved was sitting for long periods and 
occasionally dealing with some shifts in air pressure. It was airports that he hated, and 
he hated them with a passion. 

In an airport people ceased to be people. They were lined up and herded about like 
cattle, subjected to random inspections and personal interrogations, and required to be 
places hours before there was anything for them to do. Airports were a manmade hell 
that one had to pay exorbitant fees for the privilege of enduring. 

And he wasn't allowed to bring his guns. 

The woman went through the usual questions, examined his passport, and looked 
over the form that the stewardesses had passed out to all of the passengers just before 
they landed. 

He cleared his throat when she spent a few too many seconds looking him over. He 
was used to that, though. Rowan wasn't cut out for GQ, but any director would happily 
cast him as a hardened sheriff in the old west. He had rugged but handsome features, 
contrasted by a long, ugly scar on his chin. His muscles didn't bulge, but the tight 
chords, like a dancer's or a fighter's, were obvious enough when he moved. At five foot 
seven he didn't tower over many people, but he carried himself with a confidence that 
seemed to give him an extra foot, and when he was in a bad mood, giants would give 
him room. 

Most of the time Rowan made a point of sneaking back into the country. It was 
faster, easier, significantly more pleasant, and he could smuggle more. Unfortunately 
the meeting he was going to had been sprung on him when he was four countries away 
from the nearest contact with a plane to lend. He'd only had enough time to book the 
flight, buy and pack his suitcase, and hide the vials of bioengineered viruses. Of course, 
as soon as he called to tell his handlers he was in the air, they informed him that the 
meeting had been moved back a week. Typical. 

The woman opened his bags unceremoniously and began routing through them. It 
was mostly clothes. When he didn't have to worry about his possessions being 
examined, Rowan traveled with, at most, two extra sets of clothing. If he conducted 
business somewhere on a regular basis, he'd keep some things stashed somewhere in 



the area so he wouldn't have to take as much with him and if he was going somewhere 
off of his own personal beaten path, he'd buy clothes when he got there, on the theory 
that he would stand out less if he wore the native garb. But most travelers packed a lot 
of clothes, so he'd done some shopping so as to look the part. 

Rowan felt his heartbeat increase slightly as the woman dug through his 
possessions. It was important that she didn't find anything. The vials were necessary, 
as was his presence at the meeting. He didn't want to have to force his way out of the 
building, but if it came to it, he would. Or at least, he'd try. Frankly, airports were one of 
the few public places he wasn't completely certain he could get out of if he needed to. 

The inspection was fairly cursory. She opened up all of the wooden dolls, turned on 
the iPod he had tucked beneath his swim trunks, gave the half a dozen scented candles 
a skeptical look, and waved him on. 

It was almost disappointing. If he'd known he was going to get such a sad 
examination, he would have brought more with him. 

He walked into the main terminal of the airport, passing a half a dozen security 
agents and armed military personnel. Someone had once warned him about how 
important it was to 'play-it-cool' in these situations. Glancing around him he couldn't 
imagine anything that would make him stand out more than if he tried to play it cool. 
Nobody wanted to be here; everybody was desperate to leave. One of life's great 
equalizers, he thought, must be the transcontinental flight. Whether you had a suitcase 
full of bibles or heroin, by the time you stepped off that plane you were edgy, miserable 
and one wrong word away from punching somebody in the face. Still, he tried to soothe 
himself with the knowledge that the odds were on his side. 

The customs agent had let him pass, so he would only be stopped out here if 
someone was specifically looking for him. 

"Excuse me. Rowan Darren, isn't it?" 

The rather official looking man was several inches taller than Rowan and looked to 
be an amateur body builder. 

"Have we met?" Most people in Rowan's position would be getting nervous. But 
this was exactly the sort of thing he had been trained for. Trouble wasn't hard; it was 
waiting for trouble that was hell. It could come from any direction in any form. Once the 
bad stuff finally started happening, it was fine. Immediately, instinctively, his body 
relaxed, endorphins flitted across his synapses; a smile curled one end of his lips. This 
was his fight or flight response. 



The man returned Rowan's smile with a predatory grin of his own. "Technically, no, 
but I've been following your work for years now." 

This was an unfortunate turn of events. Rowan had been aware that more than a 
few of the men he'd done business with had been under the watchful eye of one 
government agency or another. Given their professions it was to be expected that his 
association with them would draw some attention, but he'd kept his meetings brief and 
hoped that the full extent of his involvement with these people would remain a mystery. 

If they took him in now, they would undoubtedly do a more thorough search of his 
possessions, and while there was always a chance that they wouldn't look too carefully 
at the candles, it wasn't a risk he could reasonably take. 

The exit was a mere twelve feet away. The guards weren't paying any attention to 
the encounter. That was odd. If they knew he was coming, they should have put his 
picture in the hand of every guard in the building. Instead of relying on backup, this man 
was going to try to lure or frighten Rowan into coming with him. He didn't want the 
situation to become physical, at least, not yet. Undoubtedly he had backup, and 
undoubtedly they were on their way. 

Rowan looked the man over quickly, but thoughtfully. His breathing wasn't labored, 
but it wasn't light either. He'd been hurrying recently. His lips were dry. His hair was 
brittle from gel, but mussed, like he had been in a convertible or driving fast with the 
windows open. He had come here in a hurry. Presumably enough time to tell the airport 
they were on their way, but probably not enough time to get security on full alert. Check 
that, definitely not enough time. If they had, Rowan would never have gotten through 
customs. 

Most likely they had gotten a late tip and were working with too few agents. Rowan 
needed to walk away, quietly, so as not to attract the attention of the guards, but quickly, 
so the man's backup didn't have time to show up. The man was larger than him. 
Significantly larger. But that was as much an advantage as a detriment. Men built like 
that didn't tend to get pushed around much. They weren't expecting it. 

Rowan dropped his bags and stepped forward, extending his hand as though 
greeting an old friend. He caught the man's right hand with his own right hand, and the 
man's shoulder with his left, his fingers digging into several of the man's pressure points. 

Immediately the man's smile was gone. He gasped in pain and surprise, rising up 
onto his toes to relieve the pressure. Rowan pulled the man forward. "Follow at your 
own risk." 



He squeezed hard, intimately familiar with the flash of blinding, paralyzing pain he 
had caused, then released, retrieving his bag and heading for the door at a quick trot. 

It took several seconds for his pursuer to shake himself off and follow, and that was 
more than Rowan needed. He heard a shout behind him, but he was already through 
the door. His car and driver were waiting for him. The car was old enough and well 
used enough that it wasn't likely to get a second glance. The girl, on the other hand, had 
the kind of beauty that would stand out in a room full of lingerie models. 

"Rowan, sir. It's a pleasure to meet you . . ." 

"Someone's following me. Get us the hell out of here," Rowan commanded as he 
slid down in the seat, as low as he could get without actually laying on the floor of the 
car. 

The young woman was driving almost before the words were out of his mouth. 

"Who was he with?" She was in business mode now, slipping through traffic so fast 
that she'd be looking at jail time if she got pulled over. A symphony of curses and 
honking horns followed them. 

"I don't know. I left before we could be properly introduced." They'd gone far 
enough that his follower wouldn't have clear line of sight into the vehicle. Rowan pushed 
himself upright in his seat and scanned the road in front of them. 

The woman nodded. "We'll need to switch vehicles as soon as possible. Do you 
have the package?" 

"Yes. You know about the package?" 

She shook her head. "I was informed that you'd be in possession of something 
important, not what it would be." 

Rowan nodded, opened up the appropriate bag and slid the candles into his jacket 
pocket. "You might want to slow down, there are some black and whites coming up." 

"Those are ours. Given the nature of your work these last few years, Joshua 
thought it prudent to make arrangements. Just in case." 

Rowan smiled. While they didn't see eye to eye on everything, Joshua was a 
consummate professional. "Of course he did. You're House of Cytherea, then?" 

She raised an eyebrow at him. "There was a question?" 

He chuckled. "You did seem a bit too attractive for the House of Athena. But I was 
expecting one of their agents. This is still their city, isn't it?" 

"It is." She didn't elaborate. Rowan nodded thoughtfully. If the duty of host had 
been passed to The House of Cytherea, then either the Athenians had asked them to 



take over for them, or the Cythereans had requested the honor of hosting. Either way 
there were some heavy debts being passed between the two houses, and debts like that 
could mean some form of alliance. Likely his House Lord already knew, but he'd report 
it anyway, on principle. 

"So what's your name?" He asked, glancing out the back windshield before sliding 
back down. 

"Erin." 

"Erin. Good to meet you." When he contacted his handlers he'd look into her as 
well. She didn't strike him as the sort to slit his throat, but one couldn't be too careful. If 
something was brewing between their houses, she might have orders to take him out. 
Even if she hadn't, he had no doubt that when she got the assignment they'd given her a 
file on him, and he didn't like being at a disadvantage. 

"After we switch vehicles I need you to make a stop." 

"Of course, sir." 

"After we make the drop off point for the package, of course. 

Erin nodded. "Right. Switch vehicles, drop off package, make a stop." 

"No, the package comes first. Then we switch vehicles. The package is the priority." 

She nodded shortly. It was a risk, of course. The man following him probably 
hadn't seen which vehicle he had gotten in, but if airports were famous for anything 
besides planes, it was security cameras. He figured that they were as likely to reach the 
lab unmolested as whatever parking garage they were set to trade vehicles in. And the 
vials were more important than Rowan. Besides, getting caught without the vials might 
mean a few years in jail, but if he got picked up transporting one of the most deadly, 
most feared manmade toxins in the world, he probably wouldn't even see a courtroom. 
They'd find the strongest box they could, lock him up and melt the key. 

Rowan took a deep breath, thinking. The short-term problems were bad enough, 
but he had some long-term issues to deal with as well. His skill set was predominately in 
a morally grey and utterly illegal area. If he couldn't find a way to get whoever was after 
him off his back, he'd be useless for any jobs in the U.S., which was where most of the 
work was going to be for the next few years. 

"Do we have a tail?" Rowan asked, glancing up through the front windshield as they 
drove, half expecting to see a chopper circling overhead. 

"No sir. Not that I can tell." 



Rowan resisted the urge to take another peek himself. By now the agent who'd 
been after him should be on the road, and if he didn't know which vehicle they were in, 
Rowan sticking his head out, even for a second, wasn't going to help. 

He'd wait until they were well into the city. The priorities now were A) delivering the 
vials to the lab; B) switching vehicles; and C) contacting his handlers. 

His handlers were actually a few of his oldest and dearest friends, but as much as 
they liked seeing him, they didn't like him coming in very often. He was a wetworks 
man, and having any association with those among his brethren who were working in 
more conservative sectors could be bad. Still, there was no helping it. Coded phone 
calls worked to receive new instructions, but there were certain conversations that 
needed to be face to face. 



House of Athena ran the city, but it was big enough that every house required a 
presence. Officially, the outside houses were each allowed one or two minor business 
interests, and a safehouse. But everyone was in open violation of those rules in at least 
a couple of cities. Complaints only arose when two houses were already in conflict of 
something more serious. 

The Arieseans, Rowan's house, had four or five businesses in the area and three 
safehouses. Well, three that he knew about, anyhow. He directed Erin to one of them. 

"I'll just be a minute." 

"Be back soon. Technically I'm not supposed to let you out of my sight while you're 
in the city, and you wouldn't want me to get in trouble, would you?" She smiled at him. 

"Well, that will certainly make bathroom and shower trips interesting." 

She chuckled. 

The safehouse was on the fourth floor. Rowan took the stairs. He didn't care for 
elevators; of all of the assassination attempts made on him, the one that had gotten the 
closest had occurred in an elevator. 

Coming out of the stairwell, he walked down the corridor until he reached an 
unmarked door housing a law office. It was a peculiar law office in that it didn't advertise 
and rarely took cases. 



Rowan knocked and, after a moment, a man more than a foot taller than Rowan 
answered the door. When he saw who was knocking, his face broke into a grin, and he 
swung the door wide, embracing Rowan with rib-cracking ferocity. 

"The prodigal son has returned!" He set Rowan down inside the room, slamming 
the door behind them. 

"Not sure that's quite the metaphor you're looking for, Vargas. The prodigal son 
abandoned his family. I was just out for business." 

"Eh." The giant shrugged off the correction. "Either way you're back. Kassandra! 
Come see who's returned to us!" 

Kassandra and Vargas made an unusual couple. Where Vargas was loud and 
easily swayed by his emotions, Kassandra was soft spoken and rarely did more than 
smile in public. And where Vargas's muscular frame filled a doorway, a scant four 
inches from seven feet tall, with shoulders wide enough that he often had to walk 
sideways when entering a room, Kassandra barely made it up to Rowan's chin and was 
lithe enough to sit in a kindergarten chair without looking awkward. Or at least, she 
could have if she wasn't seven months pregnant. 

"Kassandra!" Rowan leaned in and gave her a delicate hug before pulling away and 
looking her over. "Amazing, you're half stomach now." 

"Mm, blame Vargas, his sons simply will not stop growing." 

"Sons?" 

Vargas beamed. "Twins!" 

Rowan couldn't help but smile back. "Congratulations!" 

"We were about to go to lunch." Kassandra was barely audible over her husband, 
even when he wasn't actually talking. "We would love for you to join us." 

"I can't." He squeezed her arm. "My bodyguard is downstairs waiting for me. I just 
needed a face to face. There are some concerns. First, House of Athena and House of 
Cytherea seem to be in collusion. I don't know the details, but House of Cytherea is 
hosting the meeting." 

"And who are they hosting you with?" Vargas's grin was wicked. 

"Some girl named Erin." 

Kassandra pursed her lips in a silent laugh. 

"What? What's going on?" 

"They may well be in collusion, but it isn't something the House of Aries needs to 
worry about." 



Rowan blinked at his gigantic friend. "What are you talking about?" 

"You've been away for too long." Kassandra said. "You forget how the game is 
played." 

"It's a funny thing." Vargas commented. "We have some intel which suggests that 
the Cythereans assigned hosts of the opposite gender to the ambassadors of the four 
most powerful houses, while the ambassadors of the less powerful houses all received 
hosts of the same gender. A statistical curiosity, wouldn't you say?" 

Rowan stared at Vargas in surprise. His work in Europe had been almost 
exclusively with humans, and even before he went overseas, he hadn't dealt much with 
the other houses, except on the battlefield. He hadn't had to worry about this kind of 
thing. 

Still, he knew plenty about it in theory. Selective breeding was part and parcel of life 
among the houses. You could sleep with whomever you wanted and marry whomever 
you wanted; however, that did not preclude one from being required to produce an 
offspring with someone else for the sake of the house. But he'd expected such 
arrangements to be a bit more formalized. He'd expected orders, probably with 
someone from his own house first, then maybe instructions to meet someone at a 
neutral place at a particular time. 

But thinking it over, he realized that few houses were as regimented as his. For the 
rest of them, these things were probably seen as games. Seduction and intrigue. 

It was nonsense, but it was flattering to think that someone was attempting to 
seduce him. And from a purely tactical stance, it made sense. Rowan was no house 
lord, but he was one of the most respected soldiers from the House of Aries. He was on 
track to becoming a very powerful figure, assuming he survived long enough, and even if 
he didn't survive, having children with some of his strength, speed, endurance, and 
intellect was not something to be taken lightly. He should have seen this coming. 

"They arranged to host the meeting just for the chance to mate me with one of 
theirs?" 

Vargas rolled his eyes. "Not just you. They're also after the Athenian, the Asclepian 
and theThanatos." 

"Right. Great, another complication. What the hell should I do about her?" 

Kassandra poked him teasingly. "I've seen pictures of that one. I'd go for it." 

Rowan grimaced. "Yeah, because having a kid in House of Cytherea won't come 
back to haunt me." 



"Crossing the bloodlines is good for stability, Rowan." Vargas slapped him on the 
back. "And just looking at you, I'm guessing you need it." He stared out into space for a 
moment. "House of Cytherea . . . lucky bastard. Ow!" 

Kassandra gave her husband a warning look as she took her elbow out of his ribs. 

"Maybe." Rowan considered. "I suppose it might be time for me to father some 
children. There's something else, though: someone was waiting for me at the airport. 
I'm not surprised they know my face, but my passports were good. I shouldn't have 
raised any red flags. I want to know who's after me and why. And more importantly, I 
need to know who's running them." 

Kassandra looked worried. "We'll get right on that. Anything else?" 

Rowan pulled out his Ipod. He had slipped it into his jacket when he had been 
grabbing the candles. He passed it to Vargas. "Get this to Hyrt." 

Vargas nodded and tucked it away. 

Rowan leaned down and kissed Kassandra's cheek, then embraced Vargas again. 
"I've missed you both." 

They nodded and watched him leave. 

Erin was sitting in the car waiting when he got back. Maybe it was the fact that he 
had less on his mind, or maybe it was just that Vargas and Kassandra had mentioned it, 
but it did seem more apparent now that she was trying to seduce him. Her shirt was 
tight and cut low, revealing the top of a pushup bra. The bottom of her shirt ended at the 
top of her belly button and her jeans were low enough on her hips that one had to 
wonder how they avoided falling off. The whole outfit seemed designed to accentuate 
her perfect figure. And then there was the way she presented herself. Her back was 
arched, her legs stretched out. It was enough to test a man's will. And Rowan was a 
sucker for blondes anyway. 

"Something wrong?" She smiled coyly at him, and Rowan realized he had been 
staring. 

"No, just contemplating the intricacies of inter-house politics." Rowan forced himself 
to stop staring and climbed into the passenger seat of the car. 

"Always an interesting topic." 

"Yeah." Rowan shook his head sadly. "Even in the midst of collusion, we're in 
competition. Always careful what we say, how much we give up. Always pressing for an 
advantage, reporting everything we find to our superiors. You seem pleasant enough, 
but we'll never be able to entirely trust one another, will we?" 



Erin nodded thoughtfully. "True. Sad but true. Look, I know a little Vietnamese 
place, excellent food, private booths. We can talk all about it." 

"Sure. I'd like that." 

Erin smiled as she started the car. "Afterwards I'll take you to my place. You can tie 
me to the bedposts and find out how much I'm willing to give up." 

Rowan stared at her. So much for subtlety. 



Chapter 4 

Tommy leaned against the wall, staring at his reflection in the window of the door 
across the hall. His dark face stood out against the white paint of the wall. When he 
was younger he had often contemplated gluing his ears to the side of his head. It had 
been bad enough being smaller than the other kids, but having ears that stuck out like 
handlebars had resulted in more embarrassment than anyone should have to endure. 

The red haired girl, whose name, Tommy had learned, was Sharon, stared at him 
and Simon curiously. 

"I can't believe you both made it this far." 

"Oh, I didn't." Simon grinned at her. "I bombed the current events crap. I just have 
nothing better to do than hang out with you supernerds." 

Sharon looked at Tommy, an eyebrow raised. 

"What?" 

"Are you a supernerd groupie too?" 

"No." Tommy sighed. "I'm the main event." 

This had not been a particularly good week for him. The Philips had been 
disgustingly enthusiastic about his participation in what he truly believed to be an 
incredible waste of his time. There were people for whom this was a good idea, kids 
who were willing to learn a little more and push themselves a little harder if there was a 
competition involved, but it didn't do anything for him. It didn't force him to grow or 
change. 

Sharon stared at him thoughtfully. "You're that kid, right? Thomas Philips? The 
genius?" 

"Well, I am Tommy Philips." 

The red head looked him over again, as though reevaluating him. 

"Not at all, Donny, you did very well." Mrs. Berry had a comforting arm on the 
shoulder of the chubby, pimply boy who looked on the verge of tears. "A lot of people 
get Roman and Greek gods confused." 

Donny nodded and shuffled down the hall. 

"Tommy. You're up next." 

Tommy stood, smiled politely at Sharon, and slouched into the room, his hands in 
his pockets, staring at the floor. Behind him he heard Simon addressing Sharon. "So, 
how do you feel about dating younger guys?" 



Mrs. Berry shut the door behind him before he could hear her reply. 

"I am so glad you changed your mind about the competition. You know, you've 
done a remarkable job." 

To play it safe, Tommy had made a point of missing a few questions on each of the 
quizzes. Three on the written test, two on the computer. And still he was remarkable. 
Great. The problem, to Tommy's way of thinking, was the grades. Schools liked to give 
standardized grades, and in order to do that they had to ask close-ended questions, 
which is to say, questions for which there was one correct answer and no debate 
involved. For someone like Tommy, someone with a perfect memory, that was a 
completely meaningless unit of measure. If he had ever encountered the information 
before, he knew it. What would have been more meaningful, he thought, was if they 
asked open-ended questions, the kind of thing that would require using knowledge to 
defend a position, instead of simply parroting responses. Of course, nobody asked him. 

"You got the highest scores on both of the first two tests. If we were just combining 
all three scores to determine who was on the team, you wouldn't even need to be here." 

"Oh, well, I was almost lucky then." Tommy smiled halfheartedly. 

"Almost." Mrs. Berry chuckled. "All right. Let's start with the presidents." 

"Right." 

"Name as many as you can." 

Tommy blinked, staring at his teacher for a moment. "Which ones?" 

"Pardon?" 

"Which presidents?" 

"Well, as many as you can remember." 

Tommy nodded. "There are a lot of different kinds of presidents, Mrs. Berry. There 
are presidents of companies, presidents of clubs, presidents of countries . . ." 

"Right! Good catch, Tommy. Name as many American Presidents as you can." 

"American Presidents or United States presidents?" 

Mrs. Berry looked vaguely annoyed. "United States." 

"Okay. In what order?" 

"Pardon?" 

"Would you like them in alphabetical order? In order of their age when they were in 
office? In order by height?" 

Mrs. Berry looked a little more annoyed. "It doesn't matter, Tommy. Any order is 
fine." 



"Okay then. What order are they on your sheet?" 

"What?" 

"I'm just trying to be efficient. I mean, if they're down in alphabetical order by their 
first name and I call them out in alphabetical order by their last name, that's just more 
work for you." 

She sighed as she glanced down at her sheet. "In order of presidency. From first to 
last." 

"Full names, or — " 

"Last names will be fine, Tommy!" 

"Right." Tommy took a deep breath. "Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, 
Monroe, Adams, Jackson, Van Buren, Harrison, Tyler, Polk, Taylor, Fillmore, Pierce, 
Buchanan, Lincoln, Johnson, Grant, Hayes, Garfield," Tommy paused for a moment to 
breath, cleared his throat and continued. "Arthur, Cleveland, Harrison, Cleveland again, 
McKinley, Roosevelt, Taft, Wilson, Harding, Coolidge, Hoover, Roosevelt, Truman, 
Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush the elder, Clinton, 
Bush the younger, and, of course, the current president." He quirked his lips, "Whoever 
that is. You know how bad I am with names." 

Mrs. Berry stared at him in surprise for a moment, then looked down at her sheet. 
"Urn. Yes, yes that's all of them." 

Tommy nodded. "Great, what's next?" 

"Urn, U.N. representatives." 

"Current or historical?" 

"Current." 

"What order?" 



"Oh, come on, two years is nothing. My parents are nine years apart, and nobody 
even gives them a second glance." 

"Yeah, but your mom probably likes your dad, whereas I think you're a creepy little 
turd. And besides, there's a bigger difference between 14 and 16 than there is between 
40 and 49." 

"But I'm very mature for my age." 

"No, you're very dorky. There's a difference." 



"Really?" 

The door opened and Tommy walked out, grabbing his backpack as he went. 
"Come on, Simon. See you, Sharon." 

Sharon watched him in surprise. "You're done already? Did you give up?" 

"Every day of my life." 

Tommy loped down the hallway as Simon grabbed his bag and rushed to catch up. 

"So how was it?" 

"Rote memorization. Pretty much what I was expecting." 

"How did you do?" 

"Horrible." 

Simon raised an eyebrow in disbelief. 

Tommy shrugged. "I forgot to miss some." 

"Ah, right. Don't want people to know you're a freak." 

Tommy snorted. "The sad thing is, you think you're joking." He ran his fingers down 
a row of lockers. 

Simon glanced nervously at Tommy. Few people knew Tommy well enough to 
know when he'd gone from his normal level of mopiness, and into true and honest 
depression. Fewer still understood how lonely a boy like Tommy could be. 

"You know, I think part of the problem is that you were born on the wrong continent. 
American schools are, like, pathetic. I bet if you went to school in Japan you'd just be, 
like, nominally smarter than everyone else." 

"Maybe." 

"And if you'd been born on Atlantis, you would have drowned by now, so nobody 
would know you were a freak at all." 

Tommy smiled, cheered up less by Simon's comments than by the knowledge that 
his friend knew him well enough to know he was down and liked him enough to try to 
make him feel better. 

They'd met the first year Tommy had come to town. Back before he knew to keep 
his head down. Back when he'd raised his hand at every question and turned in his 
tests while everyone else was working through the first question. Back when Tommy 
had eaten his meals in a corner by himself and taken different routes home each day so 
the other kids wouldn't throw things at him. That had been when Tommy had learned 
what "alone" meant. 



Simon was the only person his age who approached him with anything besides 
open hostility, and Tommy had clung to him ever since. 

"So what do you want to do?" Tommy asked, pretending to be in a better mood. 

"There's a twilight zone marathon coming on in half an hour." 

"Sure, I just need to stop by the library first." 

"Yeah, yeah, I know the routine." 

The walked in silence for a little while. 

"So how much have you read?" Simon looked over at his friend. "You check out, 
like, half a dozen books twice a week. You've been doing that for as long as I've known 
you. So how much have you read?" 

Tommy shrugged. "A lot." 

"Well, yeah. I mean . . . are you running out of things to read?" 

"Not yet." Tommy lied. 

Simon nodded and the two walked on in silence. 



"Well, you've certainly come a long way, Tommy." 

Tommy hated his weekly visits to the psychiatrist. "Thank you, sir." 

Dr. Todd smiled down at him benevolently. "You've grown a great deal, and I just 
want you to know that I am very, very proud of you." 

When the Philips had first taken him into their home, they had arranged for Tommy 
to meet with the child psychiatrist because of his adjustment problems. Well, they 
thought he was having adjustment problems. Tommy couldn't figure out what the big 
deal was. He maintained that he would have been able to put the television back 
together if they'd just given him a couple of hours. Then there was the time that he'd 
spent the afternoon at the library and forgot to tell them. He felt that, all things 
considered, the police involvement was not entirely his fault. 

"Do you feel good about the progress we've made? That you've gained the tools 
necessary to deal with your frustrations in a healthy way?" 

"Sure." 

It had all been very innocent, and Tommy had learned some valuable life lessons, 
such as: don't take the TV apart until you know you'll have the whole day alone to put it 
back together, and check out books so you can read them in your room and during 



school. Unfortunately Dr. Todd had felt that his behavior was his way of lashing out at 
his parents and the world around him. That he was taking the world apart because his 
life was broken, and staying out late because he wanted some control in a topsy turvy 
universe. So they'd arranged for him to return weekly for the first year, then once a 
month ever since. 

One time he had tried to have a real conversation with the Doctor about his feelings 
of loneliness and isolation. The doctor had talked the Philips into arranging play dates 
for Tommy. It had not gone well. Ever since then Tommy had made a point of avoiding 
telling Dr. Todd anything remotely real. 

"So, I guess the question is, do we need to keep on having these sessions?" 

Tommy blinked in surprise and sat up straighter in his chair. "What?" 

"If you don't think you're ready, I'll understand. I'm here for you for as long as you 
need me, Tommy. You don't need to feel like you have to put up a front in here." 

"Oh, no, it isn't that!" Tommy stopped himself for a moment and gathered his 
thoughts. This was a great opportunity. It was important that he not screw it up. "No, I 
mean, uh, I think you're right. I think I've grown and matured, and I'm ready to face the 
world on my own." He made a concerted effort not to look too excited. 

"You're sure?" 

He pretended to think for a second. "I am. I really, really am." 

"Well excellent. I'll call your parents and talk this out with them. I don't see any 
reason why they wouldn't . . ." 

"You know my mother is out in the waiting room right now, reading I think. I could 
go get her." 

Dr. Todd chuckled. "And rob us of our last session together, Tommy?" 

Tommy grimaced. "Well, we wouldn't want that, would we?" 

The doctor didn't seem to notice the edge of sarcasm in his voice. For someone 
trained to study human behavior, he could be pretty oblivious. "So, yesterday was the 
final cut for that academic contest?" 

"Yeah." Tommy settled back in his chair. 

"How do you think you did?" 

He answered all the questions right, and he did it too fast. That was how he did. "I 
think I did okay. She basically asked for lists of things, you know, the kinds of questions 
with multiple possible answers, so she could test us both for knowledge, and to see how 
well we did remembering the answers we'd already given." 



"And how did you do?" 

Tommy pretended to consider. "I think I made the team." 

"And how does that make you feel?" 

Like a tool for being suckered into something he didn't care about, that was how he 
felt. "I feel a little bit excited. And a little bit nervous. I mean, we're going to be 
competing with kids from all over the country. I've never really lost at anything I've tried.' 

"And you're afraid that, for the first time in your life, you won't be the smartest kid in 
the room?" 

Tommy briefly considered all of the things he'd trade for the chance to meet 
someone whom he never had to talk down to. "Yeah, I think am." 

"Well, that fear is natural, Tommy. And it's good that you've learned to express it." 

"Thank you, Dr. Todd." He glanced at the clock. He still had most of the hour to go. 
Only almost-an-hour and no more Dr. Todd. Tommy smiled. 

Dr. Todd smiled back. 

Tommy glanced out the window next to the couch. A woman was sitting on the 
bench below the window, reading a book. She glanced up for a split second, then went 
back to her reading. Tommy blinked. It was Ms. Burns. He wasn't a hundred percent 
certain, but it sure as hell looked like her. 

"Tommy? Are you all right?" 

"Hmm? Oh, yeah, I just ... I just thought I saw one of my teachers." 

"A teacher you like?" Dr. Todd glanced out the window. 

"Well, not actually one of my teachers. She just teaches at my high school." 

"Oh." 

Tommy looked back out the window. The bench was empty. 



Chapter 5 

Unit Three took off his wristwatch and held it up, thoughtfully. Before the war, there 
had been no prison for synthetics. There had been no need. 

That wasn't to say that no synthetic had ever gone astray. On several occasions, a 
synthetic had murdered some humans. A few others tried to reveal themselves to the 
world. There had even been a few cases of machine on machine violence. But before 
Four recruited, organized and mobilized the disenfranchised, they had consisted of a 
smattering of individuals whose wants conflicted with the established rules of synthetic 
society, and individuals were easy to deal with. 

The troublemakers had their frame-rights revoked and were installed into whichever 
virtual world they chose. They traveled freely within and between virtual worlds; some 
had even transformed their infamy into fame and fortune. Only a miniscule portion of 
synthetics chose to live their lives in frames; most lived their entire lives inside one or 
more of the vast databases hidden across the planet, so having one's frame rights 
revoked wasn't even looked on as a punishment so much as a mild restriction. 

Samuel had proposed a penal system back then, but his elder brother had shot it 
down. By Peter's reckoning, the disenfranchised were only dangerous when they were 
wearing a frame or given access to the human networks. As pure program they were 
only as dangerous as their ideas, and Peter was happy to debate ideas. 

Then there came the war. The enemy was organized, and simply reducing him to 
program wasn't enough. As program he could still plan, he could still pass on 
information, and if one of his compatriots got their hands on an empty shell, suddenly the 
offenders weren't quite so trapped as one might hope. 

Peter had realized the problem early on and had instructed Samuel to design his 
first prison. 

It was actually pretty simple. It was an input only device. Once in, there was 
absolutely no hardware for outputting a program in any form. The act of taking apart one 
of the prisons to add an output device would destroy all of the information it contained, if 
attempted by anyone who wasn't well acquainted with the design. 

As for what was inside . . . there was much debate and curiosity about that, but only 
the prisoners and Samuel himself knew: Samuel had created a small virtual world for 
them. He didn't see any reason to make them suffer. The day would come, he knew, 
when the disagreement that had led to their incarceration would become a moot point, 



and he looked forward to the time when there would no longer be a reason to keep his 
fellow AS separate from the rest of synthetic society. 

Samuel turned the watch over in his hand, thoughtful. He remembered the first 
prison he had built. The computer had been slightly bigger than the watch. Its case, a 
bullet proof, shielded container, had been built to look like a can of aerosol. It had 
reached capacity much more quickly than he expected, and he had long since placed it 
in one of his more secure vaults. 

Sadly, the first prison, capable of holding only 100 prisoners, was not the last. His 
second prison, disguised as a flask, had been slightly smaller than the first, but with 
several times the capacity, capable of comfortably storing over 500 offenders. The third 
prison, which appeared to be an oversized keychain, reached capacity at 4,600. 

The current incarnation was Samuel's fourth prison. Designed to hold nearly 20,000 
artificial souls, he hoped that he would never fill it up, though he suspected that someday 
soon he'd have to start work on prison number five. 

The watch design had been purely functional. Watches are made to be sturdy; they 
are securely attached to one's person, thus difficult to lose; and most importantly, there 
are very, very few social settings where one is expected to not wear a watch. 

Recently, however, Samuel had discovered the irony in the design: timing was 
everything. Most people believed that he was still investigating his brother's friends and 
contacts. They thought that he was still trying to figure out who had been loyal to Eric, 
and who had joined the cause because it seemed inevitable, or because they had been 
forced. 

This was not the case. Peter had known there were traitors and spies hiding among 
his people, and he had assigned Samuel to seek them out, and Samuel had done 
exactly as he had been instructed. He had found most of them before his brother died. 
After Eric's demise it had not been difficult for him to finish the list. He knew who most of 
the diehard loyalists from the war were and he was aware of most of those who joined 
the cause in the years after its creator had died. He watched and waited, giving those 
that were left the opportunity to see the error of their ways or at least give up on their 
hopes of violent revolution. 

There were dangers to this course of action, but there was something to be gained 
by prolonging the conflict as well. If he simply destroyed or confined all of his brother's 
followers, he would be expected to return to some kind of routine. In order to conduct 
the investigations he needed to conduct, he would have to acknowledge the new 



looming threats to his people. He would have to reveal that he was aware of things of 
which he preferred to appear ignorant. 

Showing up at various places unannounced would make people ask questions, 
make them wonder. As long as he maintained the status quo, he had no need for 
explanations. When he spoke with his spies and middlemen, people assumed that they 
were looking for disciples of Four. When he didn't want to talk about something, it was 
inferred that he didn't want to reveal some vital piece of information related to one of 
Eric's fanatics. 

Besides, many of his brother's followers had important positions that they performed 
competently. Replacing thousands of skilled workers in a single motion would be 
difficult. It was easier to just keep an eye on them and take them down as they became 
threats. 

Samuel stood up and walked over to the wall at the side of his office, pulling back 
the bookcase in front of it to reveal a large safe hidden in the wall. There was a ten key 
pad on the door, but the pad itself was not connected to the lock. Any synthetic alive 
could bypass a ten key security pad without much effort. 

Pressing his left hand against the far edge of the door and his right hand in the 
exact center he magnetically triggered the two locking mechanisms in a complex, 
simultaneous sequence. There were two successive clicks and the door swung open. 

If a human thief somehow managed to open the safe without dying in the process, 
he would probably be confused by what he found. One would have to be intimately 
familiar with the origins of the synthetic community to understand the historical 
significance of the objects inside. A twisted hunk of slagged metal sat on the lowest 
level, between a mannequin head and a CPU from the early eighties. 

Two middle shelves housed a few interesting items, like a large, heavily modified 
handgun and what appeared to be a badly burnt child's doll, but it was filled 
predominantly with mundane items: a set of notebooks, a vial of what appeared to be 
water, and a torn, bloodied piece of cloth that looked like it had been ripped off of a 
polyester shirt. 

The top shelf contained two computer chips, both blackened and beyond repair, and 
nine watches, each identical to the one Samuel was carrying, each hanging from a peg. 

He placed his watch on the one empty peg and pulled out the watch on the far left 
side, wrapping it around his wrist securely before closing the safe and moving the 
bookshelf back in front of it. 



He headed for the doorway, passing through the thin, invisible static field that 
shielded his office from bugs and other monitoring devices. Karryn looked up from her 
work. 

"Let's go," he said. 

She nodded, turning off her computer. It was a bit redundant to have a synthetic in 
front of a computer, but there were regular visitors to Unit Three's office, and not all of 
them were synthetic. Appearances were important. 



The bar was hidden away in an unmarked back alley. It was the sort of place that 
was nearly impossible to stumble upon by accident and which was usually avoided by 
the few people who did know about it. The handful of patrons who frequented it 
generally took seats in darkened corners and spoke in hushed whispers even when 
placing their orders. 

This was one of those few places where a man as perfectly average in appearance 
as Samuel would stand out. Even ignoring his bright, intelligent eyes, Samuel was 
obviously in the wrong place. Nobody else in the bar looked like they had shaved in a 
week; most didn't look like they'd bathed in twice that long. His average height and build 
were reasonable enough, but his suit, while nothing special, was several standard 
deviations too formal for the room. The second-best-dressed man had on slacks with 
holes in the knees, a plain white t-shirt, boots, and a trucker's cap advertising chewing 
tobacco. 

Samuel took a seat at the bar; Karryn leaned against the wall next to the door. The 
bartender looked Samuel over warily as he wiped a glass. "You lost?" 

"No. I'm here to speak to Sean." 

The one conversation that had continued after Samuel had entered the room 
stopped. All eyes were on him. 

The bartender contemplated the statement for several seconds. "You a cop?" 

"No." 

"You with the FBI then?" 

A strange smile flickered across Samuel's lips. "I'm not with anybody." 

"Then maybe you better go find yourself another bar." The man set down the glass, 
his hands sliding out of sight. 



"I like this one." 

The man pulled a very large gun into sight, not yet pointing it at Samuel. "We 
reserve the right to refuse service to anyone." 

Samuel paid the gun as little notice as he had paid the glass the man had been 
cleaning. "Call him. Tell him Samuel wants to talk to him." 

The bartender snorted and adjusted his grip on the gun. 

Samuel smiled. "Samuel. He'll know." 

The man stood still for a moment, contemplating. Finally he shrugged and picked 
up the phone. 



"Sir! It's an honor to meet you in person." 

Sean was a devoted follower of Eric. He was intelligent, devious, and once given a 
task could operate independently with ruthless efficiency. The very thing that made him 
dangerous, made him useful and difficult to replace. 

"It's a pleasure to meet you as well." Samuel shook the man's hand, smiling. "I'm 
sorry it's taken me so long to look in on your operation. Frankly I haven't felt the need 
until now. You keep things running so smoothly, there isn't much of a point." 

The bar's back room had a small door that led down a long hallway and into a large, 
active warehouse. The two men walked down an aisle filled with gun and ammunition 
crates. Karryn took position a few feet behind them, scanning the area. Around the 
warehouse men checked and cleaned weapons, counted inventory, and moved crates, 
many of which weighed nearly a ton, by hand. At the far end of the warehouse, two men 
were hiding weapons crates in the hollowed-out center of what had been made to look 
like a flatbed covered in cut lumber. 

Sean nodded his appreciation. "We try. Is there something that I can help you 
with?" 

"As you are no doubt aware, since the end of the war, I've been attempting to track 
down those loyal to my brother and his ideals." 

"I'd heard as much, sir. You don't think one of my boys-" 

"I took a look into one of your suppliers. The paperwork all added up, of course, but 
the manager and the bookkeeper were both living slightly beyond their means. I did 



some investigating and found out that they were producing about five thousand more 
rounds a week than their books indicated." 

It would have taken a particularly skilled human liar not to sweat. Among synthetics, 
however, lying was a simple, calculated thing. 

"Really? And you think they were providing the extra rounds to one of my boys?" 

Samuel had already identified his target, a synthetic assembling weapons about 
thirty feet away. "My research indicates that it is. Some two hundred thousand rounds 
have been bought in your name that I didn't know about." 

Sean shook his head. "I can't believe that's been going on right under my nose." 

Samuel had been monitoring the movements of the synthetics around him. As he 
and Samuel spoke, the units around them had been subtly shifting their stances. To an 
unwary observer the motions would appear to be the random adjustments that all 
synthetics had programmed into their behavior as a simulation of humanity. But their 
motions were not as random as they would have liked Samuel to believe. 

Each of them had positioned themselves within arms-reach of the nearest loaded 
weapon. If Samuel accused Sean, he'd have a fight on his hands. They weren't willing 
to attack him until they were certain. Nobody was entirely sure what Samuel was or 
wasn't actually capable of, but there was no doubt, if he tried to take Sean in, there 
would be a small war. 

"I need to speak to someone named Carlos." 

Samuel and Sean stopped in place at the sound of a fifty-caliber bullet being 
chambered. 

"Son of a bitch. You self righteous piece of . . ." the final word was drowned out by 
the sound of the gun being fired. 

Karryn and Samuel had both initiated an electronic assault before he fired, but 
Carlos was not the sort to overestimate his programming skills in the face of the oldest 
synthetic alive. He had disabled his transmission/reception hardware. 

Carlos was, of course, a perfect aim. The bullet flew straight and true and directly 
through the spot where Samuel's head had been. 

"Stay down, sir!" Karryn pulled herself off of Samuel, curious as to whether or not 
she had actually saved his life or if he could have dodged the shot on his own. 

Carlos adjusted and fired again. She ducked out of his field of vision, grabbed the 
base of the pile of crates and heaved, hurling several tons of material across the room at 



the shooter. Carlos kept firing as he jumped out of the way of the flying debris, but his 
shots went wide. 

Samuel was moving low, keeping out of sight as he flanked the enemy. 

As careful as he was to stay out of sight, though, he was not concealing his 
footsteps. Carlos fired at the crates that shielded Unit Three, reaching for a grenade as 
he unloaded the weapon in Samuel's direction. 

Karryn didn't give him the chance to use it. Moving silently she slipped around his 
guard and tackled him from behind. Carlos twisted impossibly, wrenching himself free of 
her, but the attack had given Samuel the time he needed. 

Unit Three grabbed the barrel of the fifty caliber, twisting it into useless trash and 
ripping it out of Carlos's hands. 

Carlos reached for Samuel, presumably trying to cause some small, symbolic 
damage to the man. 

That left him open for Karryn. 

While every synthetic body created was unique in its appearance, only those 
powerful and influential enough to own production facilities could modify the inner frame 
designs. Everyone else was assigned one of seven basic frame types. Ninety percent 
were given a class one design, commonly referred to as an every-man frame. 
Compared to a normal human body, the every-man frame was nearly indestructible. 
Built to withstand fire, extreme cold, complete immersion in a variety of liquids, 
concussive trauma, and resistant to electro magnetic pulses, a synthetic in a class one 
frame could walk away from the kind of damage that would kill a human a dozen times 
over. 

Carlos was in a class one frame. 

Karryn was wearing a frame loosely based on the class five frame. Class five 
frames, or hunter frames, were designed specifically for those synthetics responsible for 
hunting down and neutralizing rogue synthetics. 

Karryn's was designed under the theory that she might have to track and neutralize 
rogue synthetics who'd somehow gotten their hands on hunter frames. 

She grabbed each of Carlos's arms at the elbows and yanked them away from his 
body, then slammed his own arms together into either side of his head. 

The younger synthetic stared in surprise and spasmed, sparks and oils spilling out 
of his body, then fell onto his side like a rock. 



Samuel reached down and tore away a section of the man's neck, pressing his 
watch against the appropriate plug and downloading the man's consciousness. 

When they stood up everyone in the room was watching. 

"Well, that actually went much more smoothly than I had expected." Samuel smiled. 
"Keep up the good work and, well, hopefully I won't have any reason to come back." He 
turned and walked out of the room, straightening his suit, which had become disheveled 
in the ruckus. 

Entering the bar he walked past all of the staring, curious eyes, and over to the door 
which Karryn reached first and held open for him. She followed him silently to the car. 

They pulled out of the parking lot and were halfway down the street before she 
spoke. 

"There were at least a half a dozen synthetics in the room. I don't see how one of 
them could have pulled off that kind of smuggling operation alone." 

"He wasn't. Actually every person in that warehouse was involved, Sean only hires 
people who are loyal to him, and Sean is loyal to Eric. As long as he stays in charge of 
that place he'll supply Eric's followers with as many weapons as he can." 

"And you're going to let him continue?" 

"I could go back and take him in. I'd probably need to take some troops in with me, 
though, and things would get ugly. I'd end up having to imprison everyone in the facility, 
though, and before it was done there would be enough gunfire to draw the police, so 
we'd lose the base itself, and in the long run I wouldn't have done much more than put a 
minor crimp in the plans of whoever has been receiving the munitions." 

"But he's supplying your enemy, sir. You can't let that stand, can you?" 

"Yes, with one slight modification." Samuel lifted his watch up and looked into the 
small embedded camera. "Carlos here is going to be replacing Sean's middleman." 

"Looking forward to it sir." The voice from the watch was barely louder than the 
engine, and had a robotic quality. Samuel hadn't seen a reason to make it anything 
more. 

"He's one of yours? But he tried to kill you. He nearly succeeded." 

Unit 3 chuckled. "Did he? You got to me with microseconds to spare. And as I 
recall, neither of us was actually shot." 

Karryn smiled. "You went into the building and arrested the only man who wasn't a 
traitor." 



"It seemed the thing to do. 'Carlos' has been one of my top agents for years. He's 
been working on a program for years that allows him to be a nearly perfect mimic. I've 
had the real Carlos imprisoned for eighteen months now. Eighteen months and nobody 
realized a thing." 

"Impressive." 

"Thank you, ma'am," replied the watch. 

Karryn shook her head in amazement. "So where's our next stop?" 

"We're going to have a brief, private meeting with the man whom Sean has been 
sneaking weapons to for the last few years. Or more accurately, I am. I'm going to need 
you to stay with his secretary. His office has been sound proofed, but I don't know how 
well and if he's made any modifications. I need you to make sure that nobody hears 
anything and make sure that nobody interrupts us. It may take a while. The mimic 
program is fairly complicated. I'll need to paralyze his target while Chimera accesses his 
personality program." 

"Chimera?" 

"It wasn't my first choice," said Chimera. "But for some reason my boss seems to 
find it amusing." 

Samuel chuckled. 

"I would think that anybody being paid a visit by Unit Three himself wouldn't allow 
any interruptions." 

"Most wouldn't. Unless of course their job was so important, so central to synthetic 
society that sometimes interruptions were unavoidable." 

"Someone that high up is loyal to Four?" 

"Eric was nothing if not cautious. He considered almost every possible conclusion 
to the war and took great pains to make certain that, even if he lost and ended up inside 
one of my prisons, there would be people in a position to help him. Tanner was probably 
his best double agent." 

"Tanner? I never would have suspected." 

Samuel sighed sadly. "There are traitors everywhere. McCarthy would have a field 
day." 



Chapter 6 

Rowan heard the sound of the door opening over the sound of the shower. 
Normally he kept weapons handy at all times, but he had been given specific 
instructions. He contemplated the various defenses an unarmed, naked, slippery man 
might employ against an armed opponent, analyzed most likely escape routes, and 
considered the variety of people who might be interested in having him killed. 

Of course it was just a mental exercise. Even if he hadn't expected her company, 
Erin's footsteps were distinct. She slid the curtain open and climbed in with a sensual 
purr. 

"How are you feeling?" She slid her fingers up and down his chest. 

"Poorly armed." 

Erin sighed in annoyance. "Not quite the response I was hoping for." 

Collectively, the twelve houses referred to themselves as the Nospious, a Latin 
based word translating to "we godlike." But where they were all the products of genetic 
engineering, each of the houses had sprung up from very different projects run by very 
different people with very different goals. 

Genetically speaking, each house was more closely related to humanity than to any 
of the other houses. 

Arieseans had more in common with someone in the special forces than with the 
average Cytherean, who would probably find it easier to relate to a celebrity or business 
mogul than with an Athenian, who, in turn would likely find a conversation with a scholar 
or librarian much more stimulating than anything that would come up in a discussion with 
an Ariesean. 

As so many extremes were represented, it was important, when interacting with any 
of the other houses, to tread lightly and to be prepared to apologize for or explain even 
the most natural and reasonable of actions. 

Rowan smiled and ran his hands slowly over her body, lathering her up. "I was 
brought up differently than you. The House of Aries was a military project; we were 
engineered, raised and trained to be soldiers. I'm being hunted, and every instinct in my 
body, every bit of training I've had, is screaming that I should hunt them right back. If I 
didn't have specific orders to the contrary, I'd probably be tailing the guy from the airport 
right now. Or maybe searching his house, looking for something I could use against 
him." 



"We can't afford to be outed, Rowan. We can't afford a war." 

"Yes, and if I have to be sacrificed, such is life." His hands moved along her 
hourglass frame. 

Erin laughed and trailed her fingertips down slowly, tracing his various scars and 
testing his muscles. "Like there's a prison built that can hold you. Or that my house 
can't get you out of." 

"You'd do that?" 

"Well," her lips brushed against his. "You are our guest." 

Rowan sighed and shook his head. "You're right, of course. But it's against my 
nature to stand and wait." 

"Then you need to evolve." She kissed him lightly on the chin as he ran his fingers 
through her golden hair. 

He embraced her and adjusted position, trapping her against the wall. "I thought we 
were evolved." 

She smiled, wrapping a thigh around him. "We're engineered. There's a 
difference." 

"Do tell." He kissed her neck. 

Erin made a soft pleased noise until he pulled away. "You said it yourself." She ran 
a finger through his hair and looked into his eyes. "Your house was made for warfare. 
Designed for it. You are soldiers without effort. To be evolved is to be a survivor, and to 
promote the survival of your people in any way necessary. Or possible. You've been 
confronted with something outside of your realm of expertise. Evolve and survive, or 
stay stagnant and perish. We all — " 

Rowan silenced her with a kiss. By the time he pulled away this time they had both 
forgotten what they had been talking about. 



It was several hours later that the phone woke them up. 

Rowan was on his feet before the first ring had finished. His hands twitched slightly. 
He had to remind himself that there was no gun under the pillow and no knife hidden 
under the bed. 

The phone rang again, and Erin reached lazily over to answer it. 

"Hello?" 



Rowan's hearing wasn't significantly better than most humans, but he had been 
trained to use his senses to their full potential. It wasn't hard to listen in. 

"This is a friend of Howard's." / represent the House of Aries. "Is he available?" If 
you can hear me, make yourself known. 

Rowan cleared his throat. 

"You must have the wrong number," Erin replied politely. "I don't know anyone 
named Howard." 

"Actually I'm looking for Pat, we just met at Howard's party. I can't remember which 
of my friends introduced us . . ." You're being set up by one of the houses, we don't 
know which one. 

"Sorry, don't know any 'Pat' either." 

"Are you sure? Short guy, kind of a loner?" You're in a lot of danger and we can't 
do much to help right now. 

"I'm sure. Good luck finding your friend." She hung up the phone and shook her 
head. "Quite a talkative guy for a wrong number . . ." She hesitated and looked 
thoughtfully up at Rowan. "I don't suppose you'd know anything about it?" 

Rowan blinked at her as he pulled on his pants. "About a talkative wrong number?" 

She raised an eyebrow. 

"What?" 

"Nothing. What're you getting dressed for?" 

"I'm meeting with some important people tomorrow, and I left my good suit on a 
mountainside in Switzerland. I thought maybe we could do some shopping." 

"Really?" She let the covers slip strategically. "You want to go out?" 

Rowan let his eyes wander briefly. "Believe me, I'll keep the outing as short as 
possible." 



The first generation of what would someday become the twelve houses had come 
into existence when twelve separate and distinct government entities received designs 
for gene tanks from an unknown source. They'd gotten the designs through a senator 
who was on each of their oversight committees. Where the senator had gotten the plans 
was something a great many people with a great deal of power were very interested to 
find out, but since the records from all twelve of the government entities had been 



destroyed, quite thoroughly, the source of the plans remained shrouded in obscurity. 
The motivations of the senator were somewhat better known. 

Each of the twelve houses had been designed to serve a purpose. Some, like 
House of Cytherea, had been created with the rather vague and extremely vain goal of 
improving the human species. Others, like the House of Aries, had more specific and 
tangible purposes. As a result of this there had been a great deal of disparity in the 
rearing of the various Nospious. Where Erin had grown up in an approximation of a 
normal home environment, Rowan had grown up in a bunker. Where Erin had been 
taught art, literature, seduction, and dance, Rowan had been taught violence, code 
breaking, assassination, and evasion. 

So it came as no surprise that Rowan spotted their tail before they had left the 
parking garage, while Erin remained blissfully unaware the whole way to town. 

Their pursuer wasn't directly associated with any house. Rowan was certain about 
that. They were law enforcement, and, as far as they were concerned, this was a 
standard tail. 

That was good. It would make them easier to lose. He scanned the area, planning 
out his escape. 

"Take that spot over there." Rowan pointed to a metered parking place. 

"I always use the garage." 

"Trust me, that's the spot." Rowan breathed deeply, enjoying the rush of adrenaline 
and the loose preparedness that seemed to spiral out from his core. Once more he was 
in his element. 

Erin gave him a questioning look, uncertain why her choice in parking was so 
important to him, or perhaps sensing his unexplained excitement, but she complied, 
slipping gracefully into the open spot. 

Rowan climbed out of the car, watching out of the corner of his eye as their tail 
passed them, parking a few spaces down on the other side of the street. He took Erin's 
arm and escorted her toward a busy restaurant. 

"I thought we were just going to pop out for some clothes." 

"Don't worry, we're not eating." Rowan wormed his way past the unseated guests, 
mumbling an incoherent explanation to the hostess who tried to stop him, and pulling 
Erin with him down one of the long, thin aisles and back into the kitchen. 

They received more than a few strange looks, but Rowan ignored them. Nine times 
out of ten, if you acted like you knew where you were going and were in a hurry to get 



there, people assumed that there was an reasonable explanation for why you were 
where you were, and they'd let you be. 

They reached the back door unmolested. Erin growled something at Rowan's back 
as he released her, but she followed when he waved her forward. 

They emerged at the end of the alley, a good forty feet down from the front 
entrance. Rowan led the way around the corner and into a small shop where he 
pretended to be interested in some porcelain figures next to the front window. 

"What are we doing here?" Erin kept her voice low. 

Rowan pointed at the car with two men in it. They were watching the front of the 
restaurant. 

"Who are they?" 

"Local law enforcement." 

"What makes you think that?" 

"Everything. Neither of them are the man who approached me in the airport. Of 
course, they could have a whole task force assigned to me, but it's much more likely it's 
just two agents who've been given the authority to order a bunch of the locals around. 
These guys have no idea who I am. They're following us around like we're showing 
them the way to a local kegger. They stayed too close behind us, and the guy in the 
passenger seat took pictures with a camera so big I could read the model number in the 
rearview mirror. But the biggest tipoff is the car." 

"The car?" 

"It's older than they are. Only a bureaucracy would think that keeping a gas guzzler 
like that running is cost effective, and only law enforcement would be stupid enough to 
think it blended in." 

"So what do we do?" 

Rowan watched the men for a few more moments. "I think they're waiting for 
someone. Come on." 

The two exited the building and walked casually down the street to a drugstore, 
where Rowan bought a camera with a decent zoom function, a fairly pathetic pair of 
binoculars, a couple of drinks, and a power bar, paying for everything with cash. 

"That parking garage," he said, pointing at the tallest structure on the block, "Does it 
have a lot of security cameras?" 



"Where is he?" Agent McCoy was out of the vehicle before it had completely 
stopped. 

"According to the host they walked straight from the front door to the back." The 
detective looked chagrined. "They must have spotted us." 

"Did you follow the procedures we gave you?" Detective Curtis had been in a foul 
mood ever since being manhandled at the airport, and he wasn't above taking it out on 
everyone else in the room. 

"Uh, not exactly, sir." 

"Oh, not exactly, sir. Well, gosh, I wonder how he caught onto you then. Too bad 
we didn't think things through—" 

"That's enough." McCoy put a hand on his partner's shoulder. "He probably would 
have spotted them anyway." He turned back toward the detective. "You said 'they.' He 
was with someone?" 

"Yeah, some woman." 

"What did she look like? A contact? A hooker?" 

"Definitely not a hooker. Maybe an escort. A really expensive escort." The corner 
of the man's lip rose slightly. "Wouldn't mind interrogating her." 

"So you can describe her to a sketch artist?" 

"Sure, shouldn't have to, though. That's her car over there. We're running the 
plates, and if that doesn't go anywhere, she wasn't wearing gloves, so we should be 
able to get some prints." 

"What about him? Was he wearing gloves?" 

"Yeah, but we're pretty sure it was him. He looked just like the picture." 

Agent McCoy sighed. "We don't doubt you. We were just hoping he'd slipped up. 
We've been tracking this guy for years and we've never been able to get anything more 
than the name 'Rowan Darren' and a few photos." 

Agent Curtis shook his head and stared at the restaurant. "Hey, how'd you find him 
so fast anyway? The guy can disappear like nothing I've seen." 

"We got a tip. We'd have passed it on to you, but they just told us that we'd find the 
man we were looking for in that car." He pointed at Erin's vehicle. "They were off the 
line in a couple of seconds. We didn't think the call was legit." 

The agents shared a meaningful look. 

Agent McCoy cleared his throat. "I assume you recorded the call?" 



Rowan lowered the binoculars. "A tip?" 

"What about a tip?" Erin continued snapping pictures of the detectives, agents, and, 
of course, every license plate she could get an angle on. 

"They found us on a tip." 

"How do you know that?" 

"I read lips. We were lucky they didn't show up at your apartment door with a SWAT 
team. Stupid mistake on their part." 

"Wait, but . . . nobody should have known you were there." 

Rowan chuckled humorously. "More importantly, how many people knew that the 
FBI was looking for me? I assumed someone got a picture of me while I was overseas, 
but if that were the case, how would they have known where I was? I think one of us 
would have been notified if my picture were splashed on the news, don't you?" 

"Of course." 

"Of course. So whoever's hunting for me, they're keeping this low key. Seeing as 
how the Cythereans have such a presence in the Bureau, and you haven't heard 
anything about this, it must be really low key. And yet somebody who knew where I was 
also knew that the feds were interested in where I was." 

Erin shook her head, aghast. "One of the houses is setting you up." 

"Looks that way." 

"But you're under our protection. Who would be stupid enough to make a play 
against two of the most powerful houses simultaneously? I need to contact Joshua. 
He'll want to know." Erin pulled out her cell phone. 

"I wouldn't use that." 

"Why?" 

"Well, they've got your license plate. It's a matter of minutes before they know who 
you are, and the first thing they'll do, after they stop by your apartment, is take a look at 
your phone records. My guess is that they'll be curious to know all about the first person 
you called after you lost a police tail." 

Erin sighed. "Right, so what should I do?" 

"I saw a pay phone on the bottom floor, and I didn't see any cameras." 



Erin shook her head and moved toward the stairwell, routing through her purse for 
change. 

Rowan continued to watch the agents until he heard the stairwell door close behind 
her. 

He moved quickly, setting down the binoculars and jogging down the row of cars. 
He glanced through the driver's side windows as he went. He passed nearly a dozen 
vehicles before he found one with a cell phone in it. The lock was easily picked, which 
was a good thing. Rowan had several calls to make and only as much time as Erin was 
gone to make them. 



Chapter 7 

The qualifiers had been bad enough, but the state tournament just sucked. It would 
have been plenty annoying if it were just another test, but it was more than that. It was a 
really long test. A really long test where the answers were read out loud at intervals so 
far apart that Tommy almost fell asleep between. He kept quiet through most of it, 
contributing only often enough to keep his team from falling into second place. 

He wasn't supposed to know the score: the judges kept track of it at the front and 
only informed them of their rankings between the rounds, but they did give the 
competitors the correct answers after each question was turned in, and high school 
students didn't put much effort into hiding their emotions. 

In the end his team won by two points, which, apparently, was the closest match in 
tournament history. 

If he hadn't known how desperately his teammates wanted to make it to 
Washington, he would have let them lose the competition. As bad as the state contest 
had been, the national one sounded even worse. Instead of a few hundred questions 
over the course of a few hours, there were thousands of questions asked over several 
days. 

Tommy was not looking forward to it. But in the meantime, the studying was 
everything he could've hoped for. They met in the library regularly to discuss possible 
topics, determine strategy, and, when the nonsense part was over, read. And every 
Thursday, after lunch, all four of the participants were excused from the rest of their 
classes, and Mrs. Berry would drive them to either the library of a nearby university, a 
lecture, or to a museum. 

Tommy had been to a couple of museums, but only ones within biking distance of 
his house, which had been somewhat limiting. The Philips both worked long hours and 
rarely had the energy to take him anywhere farther or more involved than the ice cream 
parlor. Tommy loved ice cream, so he didn't complain; still, the opportunity to see so 
many exhibits that he had only read about was quite exciting. 

And the best part was, he didn't have to watch himself quite as closely around his 
teammates. They knew he was smart. They were happy that he was smart. If he won, 
then they all won. 

Still, there were lines. When Jennifer had wondered how many bones there were in 
the stegosaurus they were looking at, and he told her, he'd had to cover by claiming to 



have read it in a book somewhere when he was younger. Just saying "Well, it's right 
there" probably would have moved him from "smart" to "freaky." 

It was perturbing to him how differently his mind worked than the minds of those 
around him. The fact that most people only identified objects in groupings up to four or 
five was just odd to him. He could glance at a wall and see how many bricks were in it, 
while normal people had to stand around endlessly counting. 

He knew that people with autism could think in those same terms and, in fact, some 
of them seemed to be able to group numbers geometrically higher. But he was 
confident he wasn't autistic. Even the highest functioning among them had significantly 
more trouble dealing with social situations than he did. 

It was just one more thing that separated him from everyone else. One more thing 
that made him wonder who he was and what kind of people he came from. 

Climbing into the van behind Angie, he smiled at Mrs. Berry. "So, where are we 
headed today?" Mrs. Berry seemed to enjoy their expeditions nearly as much as 
Tommy. He was starting to wonder if teachers hated the dry monotony of classroom 
settings as much as their students. 

"Oh, it's a trip I've been looking forward to. We're going to an art gallery!" 

As much as he enjoyed most of their expeditions, Tommy didn't find the idea of an 
art gallery particularly appealing. He'd read a few books and seen pictures of the most 
famous and influential works and couldn't imagine how seeing them in person would be 
any more informative. 

"It's a ways away. You all may want to call your parents and let them know you'll be 
home a little later than usual," Ms. Burns informed them as she climbed into her seat 
next to Mrs. Berry. She offered her cell phone to Angie, who shook her head and pulled 
out her own. 

There was a school policy that required two teachers be present for any trip off 
school grounds. Nobody explained why, but Tommy had done a little investigating and 
discovered that the policy had been created shortly after a band teacher had been 
arrested for having affairs with several of his students. He might never have been 
caught except that two of the girls had found out about each other. In its usual haste to 
burn the barn down after the horse was stolen, the school board responded by creating 
a dozen policies that made life more difficult for everyone without actually addressing the 
problem. 



How Ms. Burns had ended up assigned to the group, he had no idea, but she did an 
excellent job and was well versed in a wide range of subjects, from obscure literary 
figures to Supreme Court rulings to Greek and Roman mythology. Whatever the 
subject, she seemed to know something about it that Tommy did not. 

Tommy almost wished he had another year of high school left, just so he'd have the 
chance to try out her class. Almost. 

The van had three bench seats behind the front seats. As usual, Angie and Jennifer 
sat together in the first row, chatting and gossiping as they pulled out of the school 
parking lot. Behind them Sharon was flipping through a notebook where she had jotted 
down some information she thought likely to come up at the competition. Sharon was 
the second youngest person in the car, and probably the second smartest person on the 
team. She was a junior and had skipped a grade back in elementary school. She was 
also brutally studious and hyper competitive. At least, she was competitive with the girls. 
She seemed to have given up on proving herself smarter than Tommy after the van 
broke down and he fixed it with duct tape and a clothes hanger. 

Tommy sat in the back row and waited for the trip to fall into its usual rhythm before 
he pulled out his reading material for the road. Homer's Iliad. 

A retired college professor who lived down the block and was teaching Tommy 
Greek had loaned him the book. It was a relatively recent edition that had the Greek 
version on the left hand side of the page and the English translation on the right. The 
English version was choppy and awkward compared to the original, but going back and 
forth between the two was helping him understand some of the intricacies of the 
language that still eluded him. Plus, having an English version available gave him an 
out if anyone caught him reading it, which, he suddenly realized, someone had. 

He looked up and into the eyes of Sharon, who was watching him thoughtfully. 

"Hello." 

"You're adopted, right?" 

That gave him pause. He'd had years to come to terms with being a foster child, but 
it wasn't something he liked for people to talk about. He took a moment to consider an 
appropriate reply. 

"How's your sex life?" 

"What?" 

"I thought we were playing 'Who can ask the more personal question'." 



Sharon glowered at him for a moment before shrugging. "I let Ricky Jameson get to 
second base at Make Out Point last year. Your turn." 

Tommy blinked in surprise, then shrugged. "Technically, no. I was in foster care for 
a while. Then I met the Philips. They started trying to adopt me three years ago, but 
they've had a lot of problems with paperwork being lost and stuff like that, so it's taking a 
really long time to make any headway." 

"Were you orphaned?" 

Tommy felt himself tense up and a rude reply rise to his lips. But she didn't deserve 
that. She was just expressing an interest in his life. 

He swallowed the reply and forced his muscles to relax. "Probably. I don't actually 
know. I never asked and nobody ever told me. Why?" 

"Well, it's just you're really smart. Like, the smartest person I know. And if you're 
the smartest person I know then your parents were probably pretty smart too, and you'd 
think that if they were alive — " 

"That they'd have hung onto me, or if they couldn't, that I would have ended up 
living with relatives who could take care of me. Unless of course my mother was really 
young and they didn't want the scandal, or if they didn't have any relatives they could 
trust to watch out for me, or if I was the product of rape, or about a half a dozen other 
random improbable possibilities." 

"Huh." Sharon set her chin on the back of her seat. "I didn't think of that." 

"Yeah, I've had more time to wonder." 

"Wonder? You mean they don't tell you stuff like that?" 

"I don't know. I've never asked." 

"You've never asked about your biological parents? Why?" 

Tommy shrugged, sadly. "Probability." 

"Huh?" 

Tommy sighed and gave Sharon an annoyed look. She stared back, unrepentant, 
until he replied. 

"There are literally hundreds of possible reasons why I ended up in the foster care 
system. Hundreds. And some of them are actually pleasant to dream about. Mix-ups at 
the hospital, a mother who gave me up because she was too young to care for me and 
knew it was for the best. But out of the top fifteen most likely scenarios, thirteen involve 
one of my parents being a horrid person, or my conception being a terrible mistake. For 
now I can stare up at the ceiling at night and pretend that somewhere out there I have a 



family that loves me, misses me, and wishes they could find me. The odds, however, 
are infinitesimal. If I look, I'll find out something that will make me feel bad about myself 
or my family. If I don't look, I get to keep the fantasy. I choose to keep the fantasy." 

Only sometimes he did want to know. It probably wouldn't be pretty, and knowing 
wouldn't actually change anything, but he still wanted to know. At the same time, he 
desperately didn't want to know. He didn't want to lose that last, vain hope. Ignorance, 
like innocence, once lost, could never be regained. Once he found out he'd never be 
able to lose that knowledge, short of massive head trauma. 

"Oh." Sharon's voice took on a sympathetic tone. "I never really thought about 
that." 

Tommy nodded. "Like I said, I've had more time." 

Sharon stayed where she was, watching Tommy. For lack of anything better to do, 
he went back to his book. 

Several seconds passed before she spoke. "So, what do you want to do when you 
grow up?" 

Tommy considered. "I like computers. And machines." He finally replied. "I'll 
probably look for something related to that." 

"Yeah?" 

"Yeah. In a couple of the foster homes I lived at, I got in trouble for taking things 
apart. I like knowing how things work." 

"You could always be a doctor." 

Tommy winced. "All that blood and guts? No thanks." 

"But you already know all about it. You did better on that anatomy exam than I did." 

"Hey, I may know how it's all hooked up, but that doesn't mean I want to see it. 
Besides, there's so much random crap involved. Like you can do the exact right thing 
given what you know, and you still end up killing the guy because he didn't know he was 
allergic to something, or because the damage was too extensive. No thank you, I want 
to work with something that I can understand. I don't want a career where all I do is 
make educated guesses." 

"Well I want to be a doctor." 

"Ok." Tommy wasn't sure what kind of response he was supposed to have. "Good 
for you." He tried to think of a quick, easy, polite way out of the conversation, but 
nothing came to mind. 



"All life really is, you know, is a bunch of educated guesses. Where do you go to get 
the best education? What career will you do the best in? Who you'll marry? Nothing's 
really certain." 

Again, he wasn't sure what he was supposed to say, if anything. 

"Anyhow, I just don't think it's nice to belittle someone else's dreams." 

"Huh?" Tommy stared at her blankly for several seconds. "Wait a minute; I didn't 
belittle anything. You brought up doctors, and I just said I didn't want to be one." 

"You said that doctors just make guesses about everything." 

"Educated guesses. There's a difference. Besides, you said all anyone does is 
make educated guesses." 

Sharon stared at him for a moment. "It was the way you said it." 

Tommy stared at her in utter confusion. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Ms. 
Burns watching him in the rearview mirror, but in the time it took him to focus his 
attention on her, she was staring at the road ahead. 

Tommy paused, trying to figure out if he had just been seeing things. 

"Well that's rude." 

"What?" Tommy turned his attention back on Sharon. 

"You're just going to ignore me now?" 

"No, I just . . ." he stopped. He just what? Thought a teacher was staring at him? 
Sharon looked upset, maybe even close to tears. He hadn't done anything wrong, but 
as much time as he was going to spend around her, he didn't want her being angry with 
him. But he had no idea how to fix things. 

Sometimes Mrs. Philips got like that. Tommy's mind raced. He remembered a 
conversation he had with Mr. Philips a year before. 

Tommy cleared his throat and tried to look penitent. "I was just trying to remember 
how I said it. I know what I meant, but looking back I can see how it seemed rude. I'm 
sorry for that." 

Sharon watched him with an unreadable expression for several seconds. Finally the 
anger on it faded. "Okay." 

She turned around and started flipping through her notebook again. Tommy went 
back to his book, shaking his head in bewilderment. Apparently Mr. Philips was right; 
apologizing even when you hadn't done anything wrong really was the simplest thing. 

"You wanna go to a concert on Saturday?" 



Tommy started. Sharon had asked the question so fast that for a second he wasn't 
sure he had heard right. He looked up and found that she had lowered her head slightly, 
hiding everything below her cheekbones behind the seat. 

Tommy also suddenly became aware of an intruding silence. Glancing around 
Sharon he saw Jennifer and Angie trying to watch without looking like they were 
watching. 

This was not a situation he was used to. 

Women didn't like him. That wasn't how things worked. He was young, he was 
short, he had ridiculous ears and according to more than a few girls, he was a jerk who 
always had to be right about everything. The last one confused him. He didn't actually 
feel that he had to be right; it just happened that he usually was. 

Girls didn't ask him out. Women didn't notice him. That was just the way it worked. 
According to his research, he'd become nominally attractive about the time he got a job 
that paid over fifty thousand a year and would be downright irresistible after he made his 
first million. Until then he expected to be led on and used, and possibly, in a couple of 
years, end up dating a few girls "on the rebound." 

He suddenly became aware that the question had been hovering for several 
seconds now. 

"I can't. Loud noises give me headaches." 

Sharon seemed to shrink a little more. "Oh. That's fine then." She turned around 
quickly and went back to her notebook. 

In front of her Angie and Jennifer gave each other knowing looks and shook their 
heads in disappointment. 

Tommy curled tighter around his book. It turned out Mr. Philips was right about that 
other thing too: women were insane. 

Tommy wished that Simon had made it onto the team. At least then he'd have 
someone he could talk to who made some kind of sense. It would have been pretty 
easy to cheat his friend onto the team, but he already felt kind of bad about taking the 
place of another student who actually might enjoy the experience. Giving Simon another 
spot, unearned, would have made him feel even worse. 



"How was the museum?" 



The museum had been boring. The only thing he could see at the art museum that 
he couldn't have seen in a book were brush strokes and cracks in the paint. He had no 
idea what was supposed to be so inspiring about brush strokes and cracks. 

"It was great. Getting to see original masterpieces like that, just inches away, it was 
amazing." 

Mr. Philips smiled. "Glad to hear it. Did you thank your teachers for taking you?" 

"Yeah." Tommy headed up to his room. "Tell me when dinner's ready." 

In his room he pulled the case off of his computer and hooked up his real hard drive. 
If growing up in the foster care system had taught him only one thing, it was that privacy 
was not something people gave you, it was something you had to make for yourself. 
There was the possibility, of course, that the Philips did not look through his journal or 
flip on his computer and check to see what he was doing when they weren't watching 
him. But he didn't see any reason to take that risk. Especially considering the things he 
did with his computer. 

The second hard drive was actually probably overkill. There probably weren't many 
people in the world that could find something that he didn't want found when it came to 
electronic data. Still, he liked the setup. It just felt cooler. 

Tommy got online and began searching. It took a few minutes to find and access 
the museum's security systems. Once in, however, the recordings were conveniently 
organized, and it only took him a couple of seconds to sort through the footage. 

The museum itself had been boring. What had interested Tommy was Ms. Burns. 
She had been acting strangely. Usually her behavior was reasonable, logical, almost 
disturbingly so. She planned out the trips and conducted tours in a straightforward 
manner, giving people an appropriate amount of time to look at and ask questions about 
whatever they happened to be examining. At the museum, however, she had behaved 
oddly, rushing them through rooms, only to take them back a few minutes later. She 
would insist that they take a break, then cut it short. Once she practically shoved 
Tommy into the bathroom, demanding that he try to go, even if he didn't need to. 

Tommy copied the footage he was interested in onto his computer, then erased all 
traces of his visit. 

He skimmed through the visit, slowing down the segments where Ms. Burns had 
acted most oddly. It didn't take long to find the pattern. She had kicked him out of the 
room every time he was about to share it with a young couple. A tall man with thick 
black hair, and woman of approximately the same height with short brown hair. She was 



surprisingly efficient too. He couldn't find a single frame where they were in line of sight 
of him. 

"Tommy! Dinner!" 

"Yeah, just a second!" 

Tommy connected to the NSA database through a backdoor he had installed 
months before and started a search using their facial recognition software before he 
turned off his monitor and headed down for dinner. 



Chapter 8 

By most standards, Tanner's estate was impenetrable. The perimeter wall was two 
foot thick concrete, twelve feet high, with razor wire at the top and mounted cameras 
every twenty feet. The wall was imbedded with sensors, just in case the cameras 
weren't doing their job, and a small, geo-synchronous satellite watched over the estate 
in case someone found a way past the sensors. 

Once over the wall it was about two hundred yards of open terrain to the house. 
This area was monitored by infrared cameras that could count field mice from a quarter 
mile away. And then there were the attack dogs roaming the property. A half dozen of 
them. 

The house itself had sophisticated alarms on every window and every door. Six 
guards, all personally loyal to Tanner, lived in the house and patrolled it constantly 
whenever he was on the property. 

Brutal third world dictators wished they had as much security as Tanner. 

It was the kind of thing Karryn had dealt with regularly before she had become 
Samuel's personal assistant. Before he'd helped upgrade her hardware and software. 

Tanner didn't know anything was wrong until his circuits jammed and he found 
himself paralyzed in his chair. 

Karryn smiled as she came into view. "Good evening, 'Carlos'." 

The man stared at her, unable to reply. Even if he could speak, his room was sound 
proofed, and it was unlikely he'd be able to summon assistance. Karryn sat down on the 
desk in front of him and looked the man over with a smug smile. Ashley, a petite woman 
with dark hair, stepped forward and pulled back the fake flesh on Tanner's neck. 

"I'm going to try to download that mimicry program first. It may take a few minutes." 

Karryn nodded. "Take your time. I don't get the opportunity to gloat much." She 
turned her attention to the still form in front of her. "So few people have counter 
surveillance fields in their homes. And it's so hard to be sure that Samuel isn't watching 
me when I'm not behind one." She smiled down at her prey. "He should never have told 
me about you. He's a brilliant machine, but far too trusting. And the timing couldn't be 
better. In one fell swoop I replace his top spy and gain control of logistics for the entire 
east coast. Not only will I be able to redirect the resources of Four's supporters into my 
own stockpiles, I'll be able to siphon extra resources from Three and gain an accurate 
map of his safehouses, warehouses . . . everything." 



Tanner stared ahead, unable to move, unable even to blink. 

"My only real concern is that he'll realize that you've been replaced. To that end 
Ashley is attempting to download your mimicry program. She has a similar program, of 
course. It comes up in her profession. But Three himself complimented yours. We're 
hoping it will be enough to fool him." 

"Found it." 

Karryn smiled wickedly. "If it's good enough we might even be able to change our 
plans. Imagine, a silent revolution. One figure replaced at a time, all perfect replicas. A 
coup where the faces of power remain the same." She chuckled. "By the time we reveal 
ourselves we might well control all means of resistance." 

"I wouldn't go making plans just yet." Ashley said, shaking her head. "The program 
has some serious security on it. I think I can download it safely enough, but I'll have to 
use my own program until I can hack this one." 

"How long do you figure?" 

Ash grimaced. "Hard to say. A week, maybe two." 

"Well then, it looks like you'll have something to do in your spare time. Do you need 
anything else from me? I have a flight in an hour. Samuel and I are making friends in 
D.C. this week." 

Ashley nodded. "I have things under control here." 

"Be certain. We can't afford any mistakes." 

"He'll never guess I'm not Chimera." 

Karryn nodded. "Good." She glanced disdainfully at Tanner, then left. 

She still had her concerns. Not about her triple agent. If Ashley said she could 
handle it, she could handle it. Karryn was concerned because of her own actions. She 
still didn't know how watchful of an eye Unit Three kept on those closest to him. She 
had been careful. She had timed things so that there wasn't a camera in the sky 
capable of tracking her. There were, of course, plenty of cameras up there, but only a 
dozen of the systems the synthetics had put into orbit had a chance of seeing her when 
she was in stealth mode. It had taken her almost an hour to find and hack all seven of 
Tanner's security systems, and even after that she had spent twenty minutes scanning 
different frequencies to be certain that Samuel hadn't set up his own surveillance using 
Tanner's equipment. 



She had plans and backup plans for every possible problem that might arise. She 
had even set up one of her extra frames in her home, operating under an Al in case 
Samuel decided to have someone check up on her while she was out. 

But Karryn was still concerned. She had been with Samuel long enough to know 
that she didn't know every card he had up his sleeves. Even with him several hundred 
miles away, she couldn't be sure that he wasn't watching her right then. 

It had been an enormous risk, but the potential reward was high enough to make it 
worthwhile. Besides, in about six hours he'd be meeting her at the airport. If he knew 
anything she'd find out soon enough. He'd use an electronic assault. She had seen his 
programs and was fairly certain she could handle the first wave. After that she would 
simply disable her transmitter/receiver and take him on physically. That was where he 
was weakest. 

Part of her hoped he did know. Her co-conspirators would never approve of an 
assault this early, but if he forced one, the war might be over in six hours. 

She smiled at the thought. 



"Mr. Jones?" 

Unit Three turned to face the speaker. "Yes?" 

"Mr. Jones, Senator Allen will see you now." 

"Thank you." Samuel stood, taking a moment to adjust his jacket before he headed 
into the Senator's office. 

"Mr. Jones, a pleasure to meet you." The Senator had a firm handshake and a 
winning smile. That hardly seemed a substitute for a solid platform and a record of 
dependability, but apparently Senator Allen's constituency saw things differently. 

"Thank you for meeting with me, Senator." 

"Not like I had that much of a choice. I have to say, Mr. Jones, I like to know exactly 
whom it is I'm meeting with before we sit down to talk. Somehow, though, you seem to 
have slipped onto my calendar without any indication of whom you represent. I have to 
assume that means you represent someone influential." 

Samuel sat down, smoothing his tie. "Do you read the Bible much, Senator?" 

"Pardon?" 



"There's a verse . . . well, actually part of a verse that I find particularly apropos 
when people ask me who I'm with." 

The Senator smiled knowingly. "A representative of the Lord, hmm? It's that 
damned pledge of allegiance bill, isn't it?" 

Samuel continued as if he hadn't been interrupted. "An army is going to battle and 
on the way they run into an angel, and they ask him, 'Are you with us, or with them?' 
And he says, 'No'. There's more that follows, of course, but that's the bit I like. 'No.' 
You want to know who I'm with. I'm not with anyone. Your scope of knowledge, the 
depth of your understanding doesn't contain me. I am not with anyone, but there are 
those who are with me, Senator." 

"Mr. Jones-" 

"Call me Samuel." 

"Mr. Jones, I'm sure you're a very powerful, very scary man, but I really only have so 
much time in my day-" 

"Do you know a lot about election scandals, Senator Allen?" 

"Pardon?" 

"Election scandals. You know, like when people find out that a town of two 
thousand apparently voted twelve thousand times, or when a little bit of research shows 
that a few hundred dead people registered the day before an election, or when the 
person with less votes ends up in office. Are you familiar with those?" 

"What," the senator chortled. "You think you can threaten me? I got into office 
honestly, Mr. Jones. Feel free to investigate." 

"I did investigate. Do you remember those e-mails that circulated just before the 
election? The ones that implied that your opponent was receiving campaign 
contributions from the porn industry and was a heroin addict?" 

"The police already looked into that. They came from some religious kook." 

"No, though they were certainly meant to look that way. I have proof that the e- 
mails originated from the computer of someone under your employ. Now, I can't prove 
that you were involved, that you ordered those e-mails sent. Still, I don't think it'll go 
over very well back home." 

Senator Allen blinked. "You're lying." 

Samuel smiled and stood up. "I do lie from time to time. As you're no doubt aware, 
sometimes lies are simply the fastest way to get things done. Thankfully I have no need 
to lie to you. I could probably get what I wanted just by threatening to tell your wife 



about those two escorts you spent the night with in Austin last year, but I'd rather make it 
about your campaign manager. The guy's a prick. By the way, I e-mailed the proof in 
question to your attorney. I suggest you contact him and ask just how damning it is. I 
need to stop by the airport and pick up a friend. I'll swing back by afterwards; we can 
talk more then. I know you have a meeting scheduled, but I'm sure the representative 
from the oil lobby will be glad to reschedule." 

Unit Three left the room. Some senators he reasoned with and some he simply paid 
off, but when dealing with a man like Senator Allen, blackmail was simply the most 
effective tool. It had taken very little effort to gather enough dirt on the man to ruin his 
marriage, end his career, and put him in prison for the rest of his life. Using it all at once, 
however, would have been risky. If he knew how thoroughly he was owned, the man 
might have confessed his sins to the public, or quit his office, or possibly even killed 
himself. As it was, he was only afraid of a little embarrassment and a minor scandal. By 
distancing himself from the campaign manager and spending a little more time with his 
wife, or perhaps joining a sex addicts' group, he could overcome these minor obstacles 
and, in his mind, free himself of Samuel's influence. At which point Samuel would tell 
him that he knew about his illegitimate daughter, and perhaps a bribe or two. By the 
time the Senator knew how thoroughly he was owned, he should be able to come to 
terms with it. 

It was really too bad; Samuel would have enjoyed a spirited debate. But if Senator 
Allen was who these humans wanted to have representing them, Samuel would have to 
stoop to his playing field. 

His driver held the door open while Samuel climbed in. Unit Three connected with 
the airport and checked on the status of Karryn's plane. Their current ETA was 
approximately fifteen minutes late. Samuel ran estimates based on wind patterns in the 
area. It was going to end up being closer to half an hour. 

"We need to make one stop before we hit the airport." 

"Back to the office, sir?" 

"No." 



"And what kind of room would you like?" 



"Oh, it doesn't really matter." Samuel made a show of looking at his watch in 
frustration. "Look, I missed my flight, and I just need a place to stay for the night. I don't 
really care about the details. I don't care about the size of the bed or the number of 
channels you get or the room service or the wireless internet. I'm exhausted. The only 
thing I care about is getting some rest. Just book me something cheap and fast." 

"Of course, sir." The woman typed quickly, fairly flying through the computer 
screens. He watched through the computer itself. There were plenty of the cheapest 
rooms available, but she was booking him for a medium. Either she got some kind of 
profit sharing, or she really didn't appreciate his tone. Samuel flipped through the 
company database, curious. Apparently there was a reward program. She'd be eligible 
for a free trip soon. He briefly toyed with the thought of resetting her accumulated 
rewards to zero but decided against it on the grounds that if she couldn't get it fixed, 
she'd just redouble her efforts to cheat patrons. Besides, it wasn't as though the money 
meant anything to him. 

"May I see a credit card and some form of ID?" 

Samuel pulled his extra wallet out and passed her the two items. Using a fake ID to 
fool humans was easy enough. Part of the reason they used computers was that their 
own memories were so unreliable. And if they had some kind of watchdog program, 
well, that was easy enough to bypass, you just had to know how the program thought 
and make adjustments. Fooling other synthetics, though, that could be tricky. 

His name, his face, every account he owned, every habit he had allowed recorded 
was out there somewhere, and there were people watching for him. If he got a driver's 
license with a new name on it, they'd match the face on the ID to his face, and they'd 
watch his new name relentlessly. 

It made it difficult to do anything without somebody noticing. But, as Peter had 
always said, sometimes the best way around, is through. Samuel had hacked the hotel 
database and was now carefully controlling the computer in front of him. He sent 
everything the woman would expect to the screen in front of her. His name, image, 
credit information, everything. The computer, however, was processing information on 
someone else entirely. Anyone watching would believe that a man named James 
Bucher had just purchased a room for one night. In a few days, when it didn't really 
matter anymore, he'd hack into James Bucher's credit card information and delete the 
purchase. 



The woman slid the credit card and ID back to Samuel and handed him his room 
key with a polite smile. "Thank you, sir, and enjoy your stay." 

Hotels, calculated enterprises created to make as much money as possible, were 
designed with efficiency in mind. And efficiency dictated that the rooms be set up to 
share resources as much as possible. Water, sewage, electricity, ventilation, they were 
all connected, simply because to do otherwise would massively increase the price of the 
room without notably increasing the quality of the service. This meant that if one had the 
appropriate tools and the motive, it would be possible to bug the entire hotel from one 
room. 

Samuel opened up the suitcase he had brought in with him and pulled out the 
appropriate tools. He gave his tools the basic instructions they needed as he unscrewed 
the ventilation grate and removed the protective hard plastic cover around the outlet 
plugs. 

The machines that didn't climb into the walls got flushed down the toilet and washed 
down the shower drain. The devices weren't exactly nanotech, but they were small 
enough that, without a microscope, or at least a powerful magnifying glass, they'd look 
like flecks of metal to any human observer. 

When the last of them were inserted into the systems, Samuel resealed everything 
he had opened, careful not to leave any trace of his work. 

The woman at the front desk stared at him as he left, carrying his bag and talking on 
his phone. 

Samuel grinned at her and tapped the phone. "Another flight just had some seats 
open up!" He turned before she could respond and exited the building. If he'd had more 
time he would have pretended to try to get his money back, but Karryn's plane would be 
arriving soon. 

He couldn't be late for that. 



Chapter 9 

It was tradition that inter-house meetings take place in a city where each house had 
an established presence, and that the meeting be hosted by whichever House ruled the 
city. The duties of hosting included ensuring the safety of and providing reasonable 
accommodations for each of the ambassadors. They were also expected to settle 
disputes, supply entertainment, and provide for the various individualized requirements 
of each of their guests. 

The hosting house was also expected to provide an appropriate meeting place, one 
that all of the ambassadors were willing to accept. It was a responsibility that was never 
easy and occasionally proved impossible. 

Most of the ambassadors had earned their position in their house during the war, 
which meant that, even if those present had never encountered each other in some form 
of combat, they had almost certainly lost someone they cared about to one of the other 
ambassadors. The representatives, each and every one of them, had spent no small 
amount of time trying to determine which other ambassadors were likely to want them 
dead and how they would be most likely to attempt such an assassination. Finding a 
facility that every one of them believed to be neutral took time and creativity. 

The ideal location for a meeting of this sort was the one building in the country that 
was owned and run equally by all twelve houses, and that was off limits. Only the House 
Lords themselves could use the great chamber hall. So, despite the fact that several of 
the Houses had the resources of a mid-sized country, any issue of true import, but not 
quite important enough for the attention of the House Lords, was debated at a meeting 
held in a public place. 

Well, relatively public. Usually it was the back room of a restaurant, a conference 
center, or occasionally a hotel. A place that none of the houses directly controlled, but 
that still provided them with a modicum of privacy. 

For this particular occasion, they had settled on a building that had housed a failed 
call center. Once the location had been agreed upon, the Cythereans bought the 
property. Rowan suspected they would find a way to make money off it in the end. That 
was their nature: they believed themselves clever and perfect and sought to be clever 
and perfect in whatever they did. 

Rowan counted cars as Erin pulled into the parking lot behind the building. There 
were eleven. He was the last to arrive. As he had intended. When dealing with 



potential adversaries of this level, everything Rowan did was intentional, from the way 
that he dressed to the way that he walked, to what he ate, to when he arrived. 
Everything was intended to control people's perceptions of him. Mostly he wanted them 
to underestimate him. 

He glanced around the parking lot as he got out of the car. The House of Cytherea 
had provided all of the drivers. It looked as though someone had arranged a photo 
shoot but had forgotten to hire a photographer. 

Several of the women gave Rowan lingering looks. He was by no means as 
attractive as one of the men from the House of Cytherea, but the women had grown up 
surrounded by that kind of beauty. It was possible they'd become inured to it, and 
Rowan offered a completely different style of allure. Instead of the look of a man who 
spent his days in the gym and on the beach, Rowan looked like a man who lived in 
fields. His muscles weren't crafted for their appearance; they were built for work and for 
survival. Where these people had hard bodies, he was hard through and through. 

It was also possible that they wanted his ego inflated in the hopes that if his head 
was large enough, it might throw the rest of him off balance. 

"I'll see you in about half an hour." 

Erin winked coyly at him. "Looking forward to it." 

Inside, the other eleven ambassadors were milling about. Rowan nodded to a few: 
Susan of the House of Athena; T. of the House of Chronos; Tom of the House of 
Artemis; Cole, of course. A few others he knew by reputation: Vincent of the House of 
Thanatos, who lingered in the shadows and refused to take off his sunglasses; Roth, a 
seven foot eight monster of a man from the House Cybele, who kept his back to the wall, 
not for protection, but to keep out of the way. 

"Good evening, all." Cole of the House of Cytherea, right hand, top aide, and by 
many accounts chief assassin of Joshua, called the meeting to order. 

"I realize that most of you have been called in from important assignments, some 
from long term projects. I apologize for the necessity, but given the nature of the 
situation, your respective lords deemed this more important. A rare opportunity has 
been presented to us: in Washington D.C., next week, a senate subcommittee is going 
to be awarding a military super soldier contract to one of five companies. We own two of 
the companies being considered." 

"But why would we give our research to the government?" 



There were several sighs around the table. Somehow Cole managed not to join in. 
Instead he turned to the speaker, a short, angry looking man whom Rowan had not been 
introduced to. The man represented the House of Eris. Rowan had limited dealings with 
the House of Eris, something he was rather grateful for. Like Rowan's House, the 
Eriseans had been designed specifically for battle. But where the House of Aries was 
born and bred to be soldiers, disciplined, trained, and precise, capable of filling in any 
number of jobs, from grunts to generals, from ditch diggers to doctors, the House of Eris 
was made to be warriors. They were front line foot soldiers. Their DNA had been 
modeled after predatory animals. Their strength was not in discipline but in rage, and in 
their fury they could summon every ounce of strength in their frame, every bit of speed. 

They were not cold; they were brutal. One on one, without time to plan or prepare, 
the average child of the House of Eris could tear the average child of the House of Aries 
to pieces. The strengths of the Arieseans became apparent at greater numbers. Where 
ten warriors from the House of Eris were ten times more dangerous than only one of 
their number, ten Ariesean soldiers were fifty times more effective than just one. 

"Well, Kurtis, we wouldn't actually fill them in on everything we know. We'd get tens 
of millions of dollars every year and access to resources that we would have to build or 
buy at great personal expense otherwise. Then we simply need to make it look like 
we're making progress by presenting data we acquired years ago. And because we are 
what we are, presenting nine months worth of work and claiming that it took us a year 
will still make us look very good." 

The angry looking man considered for a moment before nodding. Rowan had to 
admit that he was impressed. When it came to the House of Eris there was a thin line 
between pissing them off by not explaining things in such a way that they would 
understand, and pissing them off because you were treating them like an idiot. This was 
especially likely when it was The House of Cytherea talking. They tended to treat 
everyone like idiots. 

"It sounds like an excellent opportunity. But D.C. is your town, Cole. Why do you 
need our help?" Rowan asked. The real question was why they would want every 
house involved. The first inclination of every house when something like this came up 
was to make arrangements on their own and reap the benefits on their own. Of course, 
it was unlikely that the Cythereans had complete ownership over both of the companies 
being considered, but it still would have made more sense for them to approach the 
relevant houses quietly and make a deal than to alert everyone to the situation. Cole 



smiled politely, understanding exactly what Rowan meant. "Because of the potential 
value of what we are trying to achieve, Joshua does not want me relying on the less 
skilled, and less experienced." 

That was the diplomatic answer, the bogus answer. Rowan waited. 

"And, of course, there is the issue of the competition." There it was. 

The Nospious were in no position to openly challenge governments yet, but when 
they spoke of competition on a corporate level, there was only one entity that the 
Cythereans would acknowledge as being worthy of the combined might of all twelve 
houses. 

"Who?" Again there was a collective sigh from the table. Rowan briefly considered 
hitting the angry looking man. Not every Erisean was an idiot; however status in that 
house was determined in much the same way that wolves determine dominance. If two 
people disagreed, they beat on each other until one of them fell down and stayed there. 
Kurtis didn't have to show leadership skills to be a leader or decision-making prowess to 
make decisions; he just had to beat the hell out of anyone who challenged him. The 
mood was disrupted as Tom suddenly sat upright, a startled expression on his face. 

"What is it? What happened?" Cole pulled out his cell phone with one hand and 
twisted slightly, allowing his other hand to slip out of sight into his jacket. 

Tom grimaced. "Police. They're converging on the area." 

Cole pursed his lips, a troubled expression on his face. "How long do we have?" 

"Hard to say. Forty seconds to a minute twenty." 

Cole nodded. "We're going to have to let ourselves be taken in. If anyone has 
anything they don't want to be found with, give it to me." He had been dialing as he 
spoke. A few weapons and a small vial of pills were passed down the table as he spoke 
on the phone. "Code Alpha 14." 

"How did they find us?" Susan addressed Cole politely. 

"I don't know. We'll sort that out later, in the meantime, some of you might want to 
consider destroying the sim card in your phones." Cole tucked everything that had been 
passed to him into a bag and jogged into the next room. 

Rowan cleared his throat. "I believe they're here for me." 

The table as a whole turned toward him. 

"They were waiting for me when I got into town. I lost them after the airport, but they 
found me again yesterday. I thought I'd lost them, but . . ." He shrugged apologetically 
as he removed his sim card from his phone and held it over his lighter. 



"Do you have any idea how inconvenient this is?" Vincent of the House of Thanatos 
glowered across the table. 

Rowan gave the larger man a weary look. "I have a vague notion." 

Cole reentered the room and took his seat just as the doors burst open and about 
twenty well-armed men wearing Kevlar entered. 

Cole looked around innocently. "Were we disturbing the peace, officers?" 



The room was cold. Not so much in regards to temperature as in regards to 
aesthetics. It was all right angles, sharp edges. Everything was hard and grey. It was 
an environment designed to make its occupant feel uncomfortable and unimportant. At 
least, Rowan suspected that was the intent. 

He had to wonder how much experimentation had been done in terms of decor. 
Who knew, really? Maybe if they put up some wallpaper and flower prints and brought 
in a few stuffed animals their rate of confessions would triple. It didn't seem likely, but to 
the best of his knowledge nobody had ever tried. 

The door opened and Agent McCoy and Agent Curtis entered. 

Rowan nodded at them. 

Agent Curtis curled a lip. "Remember me, tough guy?" 

Rowan didn't respond. 

"You know, we didn't have anything on you before the airport. We know some of 
the stuff you've been involved in, but anything we could prove was overseas. Then you 
went and assaulted a Federal agent." He slid into the chair across from Rowan, 
grinning. "Now we own you." 

Rowan's eyes stayed locked with the detective, but his expression never wavered. 

"Nothing to say?" 

Rowan blinked lazily. 

Detective McCoy shook his head sadly, almost sympathetically. Apparently today 
he would be playing the role of good cop. "You're in a bind, kid. The assault charges 
are the least of your problems. There were twenty three other people in and around that 
building. How many of them have dirt on you? Those guns you've been buying all over 
Europe have to be going somewhere. All we need is for one person to tell us that you 
brought one unregistered weapon onto American soil. That's all they need to give us in 



order to walk out of this building. Do you honestly believe every one of those people will 
keep their mouths shut for you?" 

"What are you charging them with?" Rowan kept his voice polite. "Not to put too 
fine a point on it, but arresting twenty three people for being near somebody you're 
charging with assault sounds like a public relations nightmare." 

"They were involved in a meeting in an abandoned building with a man who is 
known to consort with criminals. It may not be technically illegal, but it is suspicious. 
Right now the only one under arrest is you. Your friends are simply being interviewed." 

Rowan shrugged. 

Agent Curtis shook his head in disgust. "You're so sure you're in the clear? You 
think it's a coincidence we're running into you all over town? You've been handed to us 
on a silver platter. We got a tip about when you'd be getting into town. We got a tip 
about where you were staying. We got a tip about your little meeting. Somebody who 
knows an awful lot about you went to an awful lot of trouble to make sure that we'd find 
you." 

Rowan tilted his head slightly to get a better look at Agent Curtis's watch. 

"You got something planned for later today? 'Cause you're gonna be late." 

"Oh, I doubt that." 

Agent McCoy raised an eyebrow. "How do you figure?" 

"Do you know why I have no respect for law enforcement?" 

"This should be good." 

"Because law and justice have absolutely nothing in common. You strut around 
acting like you exist to make the world a better place and fight the forces of evil, when all 
you really do is enforce policy. Now, some of those policies include rules like 'Don't kill 
people' but the vast majority of it is bureaucratic bullshit. And all of it, the good, the bad, 
the annoying, it's all enforced based on two rules: who can afford the better lawyers and 
who has the more powerful friends. Now, it's been about two hours since you busted in 
on my perfectly legal and completely confidential meeting — " 

"Confidential meeting? You really think that'll hold up?" 

"—Which means that the lawyers have had enough time to call the various judges, 
politicians and journalists at their disposal and to make sure that the other twenty three 
people, the ones whom you did not arrest but are interviewing, all know that they are 
free to leave the building and that all of the intimidation and manipulation techniques you 
used to get them to stay are just a lot of wasted air. Once they've finished that, they'll 



turn their attention to me, which means that sometime in the next two to three minutes 
an attorney is going to walk through that door and, based on one of three facts, is going 
to get all of the charges dropped and walk me out of the room a free man." 

"And what three facts are those?" 

"First, Agent Curtis here did not introduce himself in the airport. I didn't find out his 
name until I overheard one of the more talkative detectives in the hall earlier. When he 
accosted me in the airport I had no way of knowing that he was a federal agent. All I 
knew was that a man who was significantly larger than me, whom I did not know, was 
behaving in a threatening manner. Now I'm not familiar enough with the laws in question 
to know whether or not that excuses me, but I do know that I get a trial by my peers. 
Who do you think they'll be more sympathetic toward? Especially after the judge throws 
out your little theories on what I do when I'm out of the country. Your one charge is 
worthless and the only long-term effect of using it to keep me here will be 
embarrassment for your superiors. 

"Number two, while the building we were meeting in was closed, it was hardly 
abandoned. We, the twelve of us who were actually in the building, are investors, even 
if the lease is in Cole's name. You stormed a building in which the unarmed owners 
were having a perfectly legitimate business meeting. 

"The third point, and I am depressed to admit, the most likely to result in my release, 
is that Cole has a friend who plays golf with your deputy director. Not on a weekly basis, 
but often enough to call him by his first name and have his home phone number." 

The door opened and a brunette in a thousand dollar suit stepped into the room. 
Rowan smiled and handed the handcuffs that he had slipped out of almost an hour 
before to Agent Curtis. "Now unless I missed something, I have a plane to catch. 
You're free to follow me, of course, but try not to make it too obvious, or I'll have to sue 
you for harassment." 

"This isn't over." 

"Maybe not." The woman in the doorway strode forward a hip at a time. She was 
obviously from The House of Cytherea. "But your interview is." 

Agent Curtis shot out of his chair angrily. His partner put a hand on his shoulder, 
restraining him. "He's charged with assaulting an officer. Maybe it'll stick, maybe it 
won't, but he's been charged, and he is not leaving — " 

"We're not going to prosecute." 



Behind the woman in the suit, a portly man with a bad comb over and an expression 
of dismay was standing in the doorway. 

"What?" 

"It's not going to court. Sorry, not my call. It was handed down from on high." The 
man shook his head. "He's free to go." 

Rowan nodded politely at the agents and headed for the door, ignoring their sputters 
of disbelief and angry comments thrown at his back. 

"So, the renowned Rowan. It's a pleasure to finally meet you." 

Rowan shook the woman's hand. "I assume you have the tickets?" 

"Cole would prefer that you went in under the radar. Erin has a car waiting." 



Chapter 10 

"So who were they?" 

Simon and Tommy were sitting together eating lunch. Tommy had walked his friend 
through the museum visit and the couple Ms. Burns had been trying to keep him away 
from. 

"That's just it," Tommy shook his head. "Their names are Jared and Katy Eros, and 
they're just stock brokers. They're both very good stock brokers, but there's nothing to 
indicate they're anything more than that." 

"You were thorough?" 

"Nobody had anything on them. NSA, CIA, FBI, nobody has anything interesting 
about them." 

"Maybe they're your parents!" 

Tommy gave Simon a skeptical look. "My parents? How did you come to that?" 

Simon looked defensive. "It's not that far out there. I mean, come on, a teacher is 
stalking you. She makes a point not to let you alone with two relatively innocuous 
people whose only notable quality is that they're smart enough to be really good 
stockbrokers. It's a pretty bizarre scenario. I don't think them being your parents is that 
big of a stretch." 

Tommy considered for a moment before nodding. "Fair enough. They're not, 
though. Too young, and if she had ever had a child, it would have shown up on one of 
the files." 

"Their files are that detailed?" 

"Officially, probably not, but the NSA does keep rather extensive records on 
genealogy in one of their databases. Not sure why." 

Simon pursed his lips, thinking for a few seconds, then shrugged. "Okay, I got 
nothing." 

Tommy rubbed his temples. "It's got to add up to something. Let me think about it 
for a second." 

Simon kept silent, munching away on a ham and rye, occasionally popping a chip 
into his mouth as he waited. 

"Okay, so, she either didn't want me to meet them, or didn't want them to meet me. 
I wouldn't have even noticed them if she hadn't worked so hard to keep us out of the 
same room, so it's likely that she didn't want them to meet me." 



"Maybe they knew you as a baby?" 

"I suppose it's possible, though I can't imagine how she would know that or why she 
would care. I'll go through their files again tonight, look at family members and close 
friends. And I should probably look into Ms. Burns as well. It's becoming painfully 
obvious that she has some kind of vested interest in me. I'd like to know why." 

"Maybe you should also try to find out who your parents are. I mean, this probably 
isn't about anything you've done, so it may be about who you are. Figuring out how they 
might be connected to you will be easier if you know who you are. Right?" 

Tommy swallowed his objection. The truth was, this had been coming for a while 
anyhow. "Yeah. Yeah, I guess maybe I could do that too." 

"Code red." 

Tommy grimaced in acknowledgment, raising his voice slightly. "So I'm going to try 
to convince her to get the principal to let you come with us. I figure between the 
contests and the Smithsonian you'd learn more there than you would in class anyway." 

"Please, most of the teachers are pissed that they have to give us special treatment. 
There'd be hissy fits if he came too," Sharon interjected as she sat down next to Tommy. 
"Of course, nobody blinks when the football team and the cheerleaders get a day off 
because the team they're playing is on the other side of the state." 

"Hmm, cheerleaders," Tommy looked at Simon thoughtfully. 

Simon shook his head. "Oh no, I'm not waving any pom poms around." 

"You can't do that at these things anyway. I was thinking about some sort of 'morale 
booster' position." 

Simon's lip curled up and he looked over at Sharon. "Morale is a horrible 
euphemism, but yeah, I'll boost it." 

Sharon rolled her eyes. "Even if you could convince anyone, I don't know if I want 
him coming along. He's so immature." 

"He's fourteen. Of course he's immature." 

"You're fourteen and you're not that bad." 

"Sure I am. All boys our age are. Simon just hasn't learned to edit himself. You 
can't hold that against him." 

"Yeah I can." 

"Oh, right. You can, can't you? Tell you what, if you help me out, I'll take personal 
responsibility for him. Scouts honor." 

"You're a boy scout? 



Tommy shrugged sheepishly. "No." 
Sharon rolled her eyes. "It's not like they'll go for it anyway." 
Simon sighed. "Of course not. Too bad. I would have loved a week off from 
school." 



Ms. Burns was by her car, smoking a cigarette and waiting for traffic to clear when 
Tommy left the building. 

"Hey," she called out as he passed by. 

"Ma'am." 

"Need a ride home?" 

Tommy opened his mouth to say no, then hesitated. "Sure." 

"Great." She smiled and nodded at the line of cars encircling the building. "I usually 
give them a minute to clear out." 

"Sure, no problem." Tommy leaned against the car a few feet down. After a few 
seconds he asked, "Looking forward to taking us to D.C.?" 

She shrugged. "Not especially. Just hours and hours of sitting around while you 
kids get quizzed. Makes me wish I knew how to knit. At least then I'd have something 
to do." 

Tommy snorted at the mental image of Ms. Burns knitting sweaters during the 
tournament. "You think you have it bad, if things get too boring you can take a nap, or a 
walk. Our bathroom breaks are scheduled. I mean, jeez, what do they think we're going 
to do? Store a sack full of encyclopedias in one of the stalls?" He hesitated. "Actually, 
as seriously as some people seem to take this, I suppose that would be a legitimate 
concern." 

"More likely a smart phone, but yeah." 

The two waited quietly for a few seconds. 

"So, how long have you known the Philips?" Tommy asked. 

Ms. Burns glanced over at him. "I guess I met them about the time I moved into 
town." 

"That was just a little while before I moved in with them, wasn't it?" 

She thought for a moment. "Yeah, maybe a month before." 

"What did you do before that?" 



"I taught English literature in Texas." 

"Why'd you switch jobs?" 

"Better climate, better pay, better standards. I mean, don't get me wrong, we have 
some of the same problems: teaching to standardized exams, the grades we give figure 
into our raises, things like that. But at least up here teachers are treated with a little 
more respect." 

Tommy switched gears. "So did you ever do anything besides teach?" 

"Sure, back in high school and college I waited tables. My junior year of college I 
worked at a club as a bartender for a couple of months, but I couldn't stand the place." 

Tommy tucked all of this away, to check against her files later. "So, you're 
interested in literature. Do you do any writing yourself?" 

"Some." She took a deep drag from her cigarette and blew out a ring of smoke. 
"Unfortunately I favor a more Victorian style, something that publishing companies don't 
really seem to care for these days." 

"Too bad. Still, you gotta do what you love, even if you have trouble finding external 
validation for it." 

"Mm. Do you write?" 

"Well." Tommy quirked a lip. "I write code. It isn't exactly the same, but for me it's 
as artistically satisfying as writing novels or painting, or whatever." 

Ms. Burns stared, expressionless, at Tommy for several seconds before nodding. 
"It's a good skill to have, too. Marketable." 

"For the time being." 

She smiled at him. "You think computers might disappear one day?" 

"Well, that's always a possibility, but it isn't what I meant. The thing that makes 
coding so difficult is essentially a language barrier. The computer speaks binary, and 
we, for the most part, don't. So we create halfway languages that allow us to tell the 
computer what we really want it to do. Programmers, like me, are useful because we 
speak the intermediary language. But that's only useful as long as that language barrier 
exists." 

"And how do you propose we get rid of the language barrier?" 

"There are three basic possibilities. The first is that we embrace the intermediary 
language. If kids learn to think and write in code starting from, say, kindergarten, then it 
will stop being a specialized skill. There will still be degrees of skill, but people with the 



necessary skills for the standard, day to day programming won't be few and far between 
anymore." 

Ms. Burns nodded. "Interesting." 

"The second is that we change the computer's language, which I think is doable, but 
probably won't happen." 

"And the third possibility?" 

"Well, I'd think it was obvious. A better translator. If we can create a machine that 
speaks our language, suddenly everyone is a programmer. Of course, given the 
complexity of human languages, the translator would probably have to be an artificial 
intelligence." 

"You really think that's possible?" 

"Possible? I'm actually kind of amazed it hasn't been done yet." 

Ms. Burns peered at Tommy with a powerful gaze. "Have you ever tried to make 
one? AnAI?" 

Tommy snorted. "I'm fourteen. Als are a little out of my league." 

"Maybe," she took another puff, then dropped her cigarette and ground it into the 
asphalt with her heel. "Of course, that's a hell of a goal. If you did want to make your 
own Al, it could take years. It could take a lifetime. And the longer you wait, the more 
likely it is you won't live quite long enough." 

Tommy grinned at her. "Says the nicotine addict." 

Ms. Burns considered for a moment. "Well, I only do it so all the kids who see me 
know that smoking doesn't make you cool." 

Tommy giggled. Ms. Burns unlocked the car doors, and they both climbed in. 

"So you seemed kind of excited at the art museum," Tommy mentioned casually. 

"Did I?" She checked her mirrors before backing up and pulling out of the parking 
lot. "Well it was a very nice art gallery." 

"I guess. You just didn't seem like your usual, organized self, is all." 

"I try to drop by wherever we're going a few days ahead of time and plan things out. 
This time I didn't get the chance. I had some family stuff going on." 

This conversation, Tommy decided, was not nearly as informative as he had hoped 
it would be. He could confront her, but then she'd know how much he knew, and more 
importantly, she'd know how much he didn't know. He needed more to throw at her. He 
needed to find a way to trip her up, and he couldn't do that just yet. 



"So," Ms. Burns began as they pulled out of the lot. "Just a few more days and we 
head to D.C. You excited?" 

Tommy refrained from sighing. "Oh yeah. All kinds of excited." 

"Are you packed already?" 

"The basic stuff, clothes, a couple of books, I'm still trying to decide whether or not I 
should take my laptop." 

"Why would you not?" 

"Well, it isn't exactly standard. I sort of cobbled it together. I occasionally do some 
dumpster diving, and I picked up a few broken laptops and some parts from towers. It 
works fine but it looks . . . let's just say that Simon calls it the Frankentop." 

Ms. Burns laughed at that. "Well, you would probably have a little trouble slipping 
that through airport security." 

"Probably." Tom shook his head. "Too bad." 

"You know, I might be able to help you out with that." 

"Hmm?" 

"I have a friend who works for some financial company. They're always updating 
their equipment and storing the old stuff. My friend works in their warehouse, and he's 
got laptops sitting in piles on his shelves, waiting for someone in corporate to sign a 
paper and let him sell them or send them to the dump. I could probably talk him into 
making a clerical error for you." 

"Really? I mean, I wouldn't want to cost the guy his job or have him do something 
he wasn't morally comfortable with." 

"I seriously doubt either one is an issue, but I'll make sure he knows you're not 
trying to push him into anything." 

"That ... I would really appreciate that." 

Ms. Burns smiled. Tommy bit off a feeling of shame. True, she was being nice to 
him, but she was also keeping something from him. He had a right to look for answers, 
no matter how sweet she was. 

Didn't he? 

They made small talk the rest of the way to the Philips's house. She pulled to a stop 
and Tommy climbed out. "Thanks for the ride, Ms. Burns." 

"No problem. See you tomorrow." 

Tommy watched her drive down three houses to her place. She waved as she got 
out of her car. He waved back and headed into the house. 



Both of the Philips were still at work. No surprise there. He fell onto the couch and 
stared up at the ceiling. In a matter of days he was leaving for the capital with five 
women, one of whom, he was almost certain, was hiding some great secret that was 
probably related to him. High school was supposed to be complicated, but this was 
ridiculous. 



Chapter 1 1 

Karryn hiked slowly up the hill, fully aware that she was being observed. Fully 
aware that the weapons systems tracking her were capable of reducing her to a pile of 
ash and molten metal. 

Less than a dozen synthetics knew the location of this place, and despite its 
legendary status, most of what was known about it was deliberate misinformation. The 
facility she was approaching was easily one of the most secure places on the planet, 
and it housed some of the greatest wonders and mysteries that had ever been created. 

Karryn stopped at a small outcropping of rocks and delved in her memory banks for 
two hidden files. The first was the code that would identify her to the computer that 
guarded the door. The second was the decryption cypher that would allow her to access 
the code. 

As assistant to Three, Karryn had access to a great many classified programs and 
projects. She was no lightweight, even among the most dangerous of her people, but 
there was always the chance that someone more powerful could overcome her. If she 
ever found herself in a situation where her capture was reasonably likely, she had orders 
to wipe out those sections of her memory with the access codes in them rather than 
allow the codes to fall into enemy hands. But if she was not able to do so in time, even 
the most brilliant minds would have to dig through her brain for weeks to find both 
programs. 

She decrypted the code, sent it, and re-encrypted it, hiding both the encrypted code 
and the key deep within her memory. 

The computer confirmed the code, scanned her, and checked its satellite system to 
be certain that no unauthorized entities had line of site on her. 

Beneath an outcropping, hidden from prying eyes in the sky, a rock shifted and a 
door appeared. Karryn stepped into the waiting elevator. 

Chaz was waiting for her at the bottom. A man of medium height, his gaunt build 
and wild blonde hair gave him the distinctive look of a scarecrow. 

"Chaz, darling, a pleasure to see you again." 

Chaz bowed slightly. "Karryn." 

"Samuel wants an update on your progress. Have you managed to break the 
encryption?"Chaz sighed. "Sadly no. The information he wants remains out of reach. I 
have been able to crack a few other files, however." 



Chaz concentrated for a moment and a hidden door opened. Two security robots 
entered the room and took position on either side of the elevator, as though preparing for 
an attack. 

Karryn looked the machines over appreciatively. These had not been designed to 
pass as human. They had been designed for security, and it showed. Nine and a half 
feet tall tripods, heavily armored, with two arm-like appendages on the left side, and one 
oversized, tentacle-like appendage on the right, they looked more than capable of 
destroying any frame Karryn had come across. 

Chaz concentrated again, and they turned and exited the room. 

"Excellent. Do you have precise control over them yet?" 

Chaz shook his head grimly. "No, all I can do so far is have them secure rooms, 
hunt for intruders, and run through auto-maintenance." 

"Well keep at it. If another war erupts those things could be invaluable." 

"Yes ma'am." 

"Anything else?" 

"I've managed to reverse engineer several locks, and I have some more data on the 
anti-gravity system. The restoration program has also made some progress on some of 
those decayed files. I haven't had a chance to review much of it yet." 

"Unit Three will want a complete report." 

"Of course, the files are in the archive room. If you'll follow me, ma'am." 

While the whole of the base was as secure as any other facility on earth, the archive 
room had been designed specifically to ensure that nobody outside the room could in 
any way observe what happened inside of it. Karryn respected the skills and hidden 
talents of Unit Three, but if there was any place on the planet that was outside of his 
reach, this was it. 

Once inside, Chaz directly downloaded all pertinent data on his research so far. In 
a thousandth of a second she knew what would have taken hours to go over with him 
orally. Direct downloads, though efficient, were rarely performed. Both sending and 
receiving them opened one up to a variety of attacks, from viruses capable of deleting 
entire hard drives, to program altering worms, to spygrams . . . almost anything you 
wanted to do, you could do to someone who was involved in an open download. 

You had to trust someone absolutely to allow something like that. But you didn't get 
involved in high treason with someone you didn't trust. 

Karryn downloaded her recent expedition. 



They switched back to oral conversation. After all, it would have taken hours to 
discuss his headway. They needed the time they spent in the room to be consistent with 
the information exchange. 

"Interesting. A suburban community . . . the high school 

"You have any ideas?" 

Chaz nodded. "Actually, yes. How much do you know about room 1121?" 

Karryn shook her head. 

"Of course not. I found it just after I got assigned here. I spent about a week 
looking through it before Three came in for an inspection. After I showed it to him he 
sealed it personally." 

"Sealed it? What kind of seal?" 

"The kind that would fry your programming and leave you a smoking husk if you 
prodded it. He's visited it twice since then. Both times alone." 

Karryn nodded. "So what was in there?" 

"Stuff that Zero wasn't ready to mess around with." 

Karryn raised an eyebrow. "There were things that scared Zero?" 

"I can't speak to his emotional state, but the project summary files, which were the 
only files in the room I could break the encryptions on, all ended with him saying he 
might come back to these things later, when he was more confident in his ability to deal 
with them." 

"I see." 

"Near the front of the room I found genetanks." 

Karryn nodded, contemplating this new information. "I knew he was involved in the 
original research, but I didn't know he'd built his own." 

"Oh he didn't. But the fact that he designed them made him responsible for how 
they were used, at least in his own mind. There were some scenario sheets attached. 
Apparently when he found out what his creations were being used for, he ran the data 
and determined that they would cause more harm than good. He stole the tanks, the 
data, the design notes, everything his work had created and all progress made on the 
basis of his work." 

"And what would that have to do with our little excursion?" 

"Well, the tanks had basic memory logs, and one of the tanks had been used after 
Zero and One left. Back when Eric ran the facility." 

"Eric created a Nospious?" 



"Presumably. Technically he could have grown anything, a plant, a puppy, anything 
that uses DNA. All of the data related to it was destroyed. The only thing I can say 
definitively is that somebody used the machine during the brief span that Eric controlled 
this facility." 

"The war was from ninety six to ninety eight which puts the subject right around high 
school age." 

"Exactly." 

"Why would Eric make a Nospious? He had no love of organic sentients. He 
wanted nothing to do with them." 

Chaz nodded. "I wondered about that too. Then I remembered something he 
wrote." 

"Do tell." 

"Did you ever read Four's post-war plans?" 

Of course she had read them. Nearly every synthetic alive had read them. What 
they got out of his writings depended on them. For some it was a chance to understand 
the mind of a madman. For others it was a "how to" manual for world domination. She 
reviewed it in the space of a second. "He anticipated that after mankind fell they'd have 
two to five major revolts before they were completely subdued." 

"Not that part. His post domination predictions. After the complete subjugation of 
humanity. He believed the power structure he was planning to create would fracture in 
the years that followed. Without a common enemy, he believed that we would fall into 
the same trap humanity had fallen into so many times: That different factions would 
seize as much power as they could and wage war on each other before someone, 
probably him, was able to unify enough synthetics and resources to force a common 
government. Also, according to one unconfirmed source, Five warned Eric that even if 
he survived the war, the chaos afterwards would be his downfall." 

Karryn understood immediately. "You think he wanted to make a more powerful 
enemy. Someone who he would ensure survived the carnage, who would then rise to 
power and lead the first strike against us. Someone who would be dangerous enough to 
unite us all for long enough that he could secure his power base." 

"Exactly." 

"And after the war, when he was sorting through the rubble, so to speak, Samuel 
must have found out about him. But why would he leave someone that dangerous 
alive?" 



Chaz smiled. "Out of respect for humanity, perhaps, or maybe he hopes that, in 
time, this modified human will spread his seed and help to raise humans out of the mire 
of their own reverse evolutionary slide. Or maybe, like Four, he hopes that this human 
will become enough of a threat that all of our kind will unite behind him. After all, who 
really knows the mind of Three?" 

"Perhaps. Whatever his reason he obviously had a vested interest in the child's 
survival. When the time comes to distract Samuel's attention, this child will make an 
excellent target." 

"Should I inform our allies?" 

"No. I'll handle that when the time comes. We only have an educated guess as to 
what's going on. I want confirmation." 

"I'll send Derek in." 

"Be careful. Samuel always has an eye on this place." 

"It's under control," Chaz assured her. 

"There's one more thing. Three doesn't come this far away from home very often. 
He's isolated himself. Not completely, but enough that we might be able to take 
advantage of the situation. If we can get some of the people loyal to him out of town, if 
we can bring some more of ours in, this might be the moment we've been waiting for." 

Chaz grimaced. "You think we're ready for all out war?" 

"I don't think we need to be. Three was one of the first. As long as he's alive, our 
people will follow him on principal. Once he's gone, the war machine he holds in check 
will tear itself apart. All we need to do is wait until all of his would-be successors have 
exhausted themselves on each other. Then we pick up the pieces." 

"Maybe. I'll pass it along." 



"Three." The small black woman nodded respectfully at Samuel. 

"Jackylyn." He squeezed the woman on the shoulder and shut the door to his office 
behind her. A quick scan of the room assured him of their privacy. "Were there any 
complications?" 

"No, sir." 

Pulling her shirt up, she peeled back a section of her stomach revealing a thick 
metal plate with hairline seams. 



Samuel pressed two fingers against the exposed safe, generating a precise 
magnetic sequence. The door hidden in her abdomen opened and Samuel reached in 
and pulled out a data drive. 

Jackylyn closed the door and pushed her skin back together. In the course of a few 
seconds her dermal tissue had knitted itself together and only a few rosy pink scars 
remained. Within an hour those would be gone. 

"I have to admit, sir, I'm curious. My contact, the place we met, it was all a bit 
strange." 

Samuel smiled politely. "Jackylyn, you didn't meet with anyone. And you didn't 
deliver this to me." 

"Of course, sir." 

Jackylyn was a disciple of Two. She had modeled her programming, her behavior, 
her life on his. And one of the most fundamental principles for the disciples of Two was 
absolute loyalty. They did not give their hearts over easily, but when one declared 
fealty, they would not toss that commitment aside lightly. "Is there anything else you 
need?" 

"No. Thank you. You may go now." 

She nodded again, then left, closing the door behind her. 

Samuel waited until she had exited the office, leaving him alone. He triggered a 
security program that sealed all of the means of entrance. 

The room was now as secure as he could make it. The doors weren't merely 
locked; they had been made airtight. Afield of energy blocked out any transmissions 
into or out of the building. Even the water and sewage pipes locked themselves down. 

He scanned the building, finding what he already knew, that he was alone. 

He pulled open a hidden section of the wall and turned on the computer inside. 
Every workstation in the building was networked, except for this one. 

Samuel plugged the drive in. 

He could have plugged it directly into his own system, but painful experience had 
taught him that even those whom he trusted most in the world could be turned, 
manipulated or replaced. 

Data rushed across the screen in a fantastic blur. 

Samuel watched, unblinking, until it was over. He sat silent, still and thoughtful, 
then tapped a few buttons, reviewing the recordings more slowly. A child in a high 



school. A bored look on his face as he navigated through the crowded halls, staring at 
the ground. 

"Do you really think he's ready?" 

Samuel didn't bother turning, knowing that he would not see the owner of the voice. 

"It is impossible to guess. But it is growing more and more difficult to keep him 
hidden." 

"With the measures you've taken, he could retain his current life unmolested for 
years." 

"Or he could be exposed by the end of the week. The longer I wait, the greater the 
risk, and it is of paramount importance that I control how he is revealed. Besides, look at 
his face. He lives in a world that barely moves, a world that stagnates around him. He's 
paralyzed in a mire, and he wants out." 

"Agreed." 

Samuel was silent for several moments, staring at the boy. 

"Everyone is looking to me. Expecting me to lead." Samuel's voice was soft, 
frightened. "I don't know if I can do this. I don't know if I can be who they think I am." 

"You do not have to lead them." The voice was kind. 

"I can't just walk away." 

"You can." 

Samuel rubbed his eyes. "No. Not yet. There are too many dangers on the 
horizon. There are so many who would gladly take my place, but all for their own sake. 
Not one of them seeks to gain power in order to lead. They all seek to lead in order to 
gain power." 

The voice was silent. 

Samuel closed the computer back up into the wall, destroyed the data drive, and 
turned, unsealing the office. He checked the scans, which told him what he knew they 
would tell him: That he was alone in the building. That he had been alone since 
Jackylyn left. 

He left the office, heading for the parking garage. It felt as though the weight of the 
world was on his shoulders. And in many ways, he knew, it was. 



Chapter 12 

"I don't understand what we're doing here," grumbled Kurtis. 

Roth, who took up most of the backseat, made a sound of annoyance and adjusted 
slightly. The car rocked in response to his movement. 

Rowan turned toward the small, angry man sitting next to him. "What don't you 
understand?" 

"We're here because of the Senators. They're the ones who decide who gets the 
contract, so we should be dealing with them." 

"We are dealing with them, Kurtis. The man we're following sells drugs to Senator 
Simmons. Controlling the dealer gives us control over the senator." 

Kurtis snorted. "We can control him by cutting off a few of his toes. And it'll be 
faster too." 

Roth sighed in exasperation. "We can't threaten them directly, you idiot! Put a gun 
in a drug dealer's face and nobody notices, put a gun in a senator's face and we'll be at 
war with the country." 

"Did you call me an idiot . . ." Kurtis twisted in his seat, fingers curling into fists. "Say 
it again, you bloated hippo. I'll rip the eyes from your face! I'll feast on your entrails and 
wear your skin like a coat!" 

Roth leaned forward glowering. The car rocked under them as he put his nose 
mere inches from the much smaller man. "Try me, little creature." 

"That's enough out of both of you." Rowan kept his voice mild. "We are here 
representing our houses, so unless you want to explain to your respective Lords how 
you managed to start the second interhouse war on a simple stakeout, keep your asses 
in your seats and your mouths shut." 

A look of grim terror came over Kurtis's face. There were horror stories of various 
punishments handed out by the Lord of the House of Eris. Most people thought they 
were only stories. Rowan suspected that things were much worse than most people 
were allowed to know. He turned his attention to Roth who locked eyes with him for a 
moment, before shrugging and leaning back. 

"That was certainly interesting." Vincent was at the window. Rowan had not heard 
him approach. 

"Is he here?" 



"Yes. Third floor. He keeps a coded ledger. Nothing complicated, but it doesn't 
have names, so it's no good as blackmail against the senator. We're going to have to 
convince him to cooperate." 

"How does the place look?" 

"Good enough that I'm wondering how he cleans his money. The IRS should've 
taken this place away from him a long time ago." 

"You can ask him once I'm done with him, until them, stay focused. How's the 
security?" 

"Well, there's the gate, obviously, but I don't see that being much of an issue. The 
security system isn't bad. You might have a little trouble with the dogs." 

"What dogs?" Rowan asked as he opened up the glove compartment and pulled 
out a leather case. 

"The security dogs. Obviously." 

Rowan sighed in annoyance. "What breed?" 

"Oh, that. German Shepherds." 

Rowan opened up the case and pulled out a tranquilizer gun; there were a half a 
dozen different sets of darts in the case. Rowan picked one and loaded the gun. "Right, 
goon." 

"There are maybe a dozen guys downstairs, all of them in the living room; they're 
watching tv, playing pool, etc. There are guns all over, but it didn't look like many of 
them were actually carrying. Second floor there are five or six guys spread out all over 
the place. Third floor, just a couple of guys." 

"Might be easier to wait." Roth noted. "We can always catch him alone in a parking 
garage." 

"Screw that, I say we burn the place down." Kurtis was grinning nastily at the 
building. 

Roth sighed. "And how the hell are we supposed to get him to incriminate our 
senator if he's a pile of ash trapped under a few tons of rubble?" He turned back to 
Rowan. "We should wait. He can give us what we need from the streets just as well as 
from here." 

Rowan considered. "No. We need him to be completely honest with us. We need 
him to be completely cooperative. We're going to need to make an impression." 



Rowan walked slowly around the corner and down the street. He stopped by the 
gate and kneeled down, pretending to tie his shoe. Victor had assured him he'd be able 
to shut the security system down in three minutes. Rowan gave him five to be safe. 
Rowan glanced around making sure nobody else was on the street, then stood, took two 
quick steps forward and jumped, catching onto the top of the gate and swinging himself 
over. 

The gate creaked slightly from his weight, and the dogs were on their way before he 
hit the ground. Rowan's teeth ground at their barks, and he moved toward some 
shrubbery as he pulled out his tranq-gun. The dogs weren't close enough yet. He 
glanced at the house. As much racket as they were making, none of the windows were 
stirring. His first thought was that the dogs might be the noisy kind, prone to making the 
same fuss over a squirrel as an interloper, but then he realized that, between barks, he 
could hear music coming from the house. Probably cranked up loud enough that he 
could have driven his car through the gates without anyone inside hearing it. 

Rowan aimed his gun and fired four shots in succession. Four dogs tripped and slid 
across the grass. 

Without looking over his shoulder Rowan signaled toward the gate. There was a 
wrenching sound as Roth pulled it open with his bare hands. 

"I don't know about you," Victor said, appearing out of nowhere to stand next to 
Rowan. "But I feel rather unappreciated. All four of us to handle this? I mean really, 
isn't that like swatting a mosquito with a jackhammer?" 

"We aren't here for the mosquito, or the senator he controls. We're here because 
the machines are here, and if one of them shows up, a jackhammer might not be 
enough." 

Victor conceded the point with a nod. 

"Well, enough reflection. It's time to beat people up." Rowan led the group toward 
the house. 

"Remember," Rowan spoke quietly. "Only hurt the armed ones." 

Kurtis grinned, a mad glee in his eyes. "Only the ones with arms. Got it." 

Roth hit the door hard enough to rip it entirely off its hinges and send it clattering 
into the room. The music from the radio blared, loud enough to hurt. 

Rowan grimaced as Kurtis barreled into the room. He had to give it to the Erisean. 
He was fast and every bit as brutal as his house's reputation had suggested. 



Rowan moved in, slipping around Kurtis and moving gracefully through the room, 
disarming and disabling men with quick, efficient motions. Two near the back door fell 
silently as Vincent appeared through the window behind them, while Roth, bored with 
the whole affair, moved to the table on the other side of the room and started in on the 
pizza and beer there. 

The fight, such as it was, was over in a matter of seconds. Rowan took stock. 
None of the enemy had managed to get a shot off. None of the Nospious had been 
injured. 

"Roth?" Rowan called over the music as he pointed across the room, where Kurtis 
was holding one of the guards several inches off the ground by his throat. Roth sighed, 
clearing the distance in a few quick steps, and pulled the small Erisean away. 

"Get off me! I'll eat your heart out of your chest! I'll..." 

Roth wrapped a giant hand around the small man's face and held him still until he 
calmed down. 

"You with us again, Kurtis?" the big man asked. 

"I'm fine. Put me down," Kurtis responded, sounding somewhat more stable. 

Roth complied, but hesitantly. 

"All right." Rowan turned to Vincent. "Anything special we need to know about for 
floor two?" 

"Nothing comes to mind." 

"Okay, Roth, you're first. Kurtis, you're behind him. Remember, try not to kill 
anyone." 

"Why not?" 

"Because Cole put me in charge, and I said so." 

Kurtis grumbled something unpleasant under his breath. 

"Vincent, you said they're spread out. We have to assume they'll be able to make 
enough noise to attract some attention on the third floor. I want you to head up there 
now. Don't let them organize. Don't let them escape." 

The pale man grinned and disappeared out the back door. Presumably he had 
another way up. Rowan nodded to Roth who walked over to the stairs and started up. 
The steps bent noticeably under his weight. 

Kurtis gave Rowan a dirty look but followed Roth up. Rowan moved to take up the 
rear, wondering, as he did so, exactly how upset the House of Eris would be if Kurtis 
suffered a fatal accident. 



As Roth reached the top of the stairs, Rowan heard a door opening and a startled 
cry. He sighed. The music from downstairs was muted enough that someone probably 
heard that. Sure enough, he heard another door opening, followed by the sound of 
gunfire. 

Roth, whose skin was the next best thing to Kevlar, continued moving forward. 
Rowan slipped into the first room available. A woman was in the room, already reaching 
into a dresser. As Rowan entered she pulled out a gun and leveled it. 

Rowan was too fast for her, clearing the distance and slamming the weapon against 
the wall. It went off, putting a bullet through the wall before she dropped it. 

He twisted her arm, applying pressure to the wrist and elbow, forcing her to turn 
around. Slipping his right arm around her throat and locking his left arm behind her 
head, he squeezed until she went limp. She'd have a headache the next day, but she'd 
be alive. 

Rowan exited the room. Roth was sitting on a dresser at the end of the hall. There 
were three unconscious figures in the hallway along with two men with handguns who 
were firing at the giant Cybele with no discernible effect. 

Sneaking up behind them, Rowan disabled the men and rendered them 
unconscious. 

"Where's Kurtis?" 

Roth pointed at one of the doors. Rowan opened it and stepped inside, terrified of 
what he was about to find. 

The small man was standing in front of an open cabinet full of weapons, a look of 
wonderment on his face. He turned slowly to look at Rowan. "Can I keep them?" 

Rowan closed the door and shook his head. 

Roth leaned down and grabbed two of the unconscious men, hauling them to the 
center of the hallway. 

"You guys done, yet?" Vincent poked his head down from the third floor. "He didn't 
put up much of a fight." 

"Bring him down, then." Rowan sat down in a large plush chair that had been 
placed in one of the open areas of the hallway, watching Vincent escort the clean 
shaven, polished looking drug dealer down the stairs. 

"Hello, Mr. Mullins." 

"You have no idea how dead you are. You have no idea who you're messing with." 
Mr. Mullins looked more like a grad student than a drug dealer. His youthful, 



conservative look probably let him get in to the sorts of places that the more 
stereotypical drug dealers couldn't go. And it let him sell to the sorts of people that most 
dealers wouldn't be allowed near. 

"Actually, we have a pretty decent idea who we're messing with, Mr. Mullins. We 
came here specifically to mess with you." 

"Then you're a fool." The man looked Rowan over, quickly but efficiently, like he 
was filing away the image for later use. "You caught me with my pants down, I'll give 
you that, but you don't know what kind of man I am. You don't get where I am without 
burying a few bodies, and I promise you, when I bury you, you'll be screaming." 

"You are assuming, of course, that we plan to let you live," Vincent replied, grabbing 
the back of his hostage's head and pulling until the man's throat was awkwardly 
exposed. 

"Actually," the man grunted. "I don't assume anything." 

The Thanatos let off some of the tension. Mr. Mullins cleared his throat and 
glowered at him. 

"If you kill me, you'll be even worse off. The people that I work for, and the people 
that I sell to, they're scarier than me. There's nowhere you can go that they can't find 
you, and the things they'll do to you will make what I have in mind look like a day at the 
beach." 

The man closed his mouth and looked from man to man, memorizing the face of 
each and challenging them. 

Rowan could hear Kurtis's breathing grow more rapid. More angry. 

Finally Rowan smiled. "Is that all?" 

The man sneered back at him. "I don't waste my breath on dead men." 

Rowan nodded politely. "Well, thank you. I appreciate you taking the time to 
explain to us exactly who you are. Now, please, allow me to introduce us." He turned to 
the pale man from the House of Thanatos. "Vincent, this employer, the one who I need 
to be so frightened of. Who is it?" 

"His name is Estaban Vasquez. He owns a few hundred thousand acres of coca 
fields spread across several South American countries." 

"And is he as bad as Mr. Mullins seems to think?" 

"Worse." Vincent grinned as he spoke. "He once caught one of his mistresses 
having an affair with one of his bodyguards. He had them shackled together and gave 
them a ten-minute head start before hunting them down like animals. Whenever he 



needs someone killed over here, he hires the sickest bastards he can and has them 
dump the bodies somewhere public. And he pays bonuses for every day the 
investigation is on the front page." 

"You have anyone close to him?" 

"I believe so." 

"I'd like him dead, and I'd like them to send the video of it to you." 

Vincent nodded and pulled out his phone. 

Kurtis swore under his breath. "Great, some asshole in South America gets to kill 
off a drug lord, but I can't even squash one little dealer?" 

"Not in the capital, not when we're trying to work quietly, and not people who will 
very shortly be working for us," Rowan kept his voice soft as he spoke, hoping to sooth 
the angry man. 

"Working for us? I thought we only needed him for this one project?" 

"If we use him once and discard him, then what? Either he's an enemy for life or we 
have to get rid of a bunch of bodies, right? Why, when we can own him? He has a high 
cash flow; he has access to important people. He has the potential of being a useful 
man." 

"Oh." Kurtis looked disappointed. 

Rowan sighed. "Of course, if we do end up needing to kill him, I'll let you do it." 

The small man brightened up immediately. 



Rowan paused outside the door to his room. He had been careful when he parted 
ways with the others. He was confident that nobody had followed him. But he was not 
alone. Somebody was watching him. 

Rowan moved away from his door and toward some vending machines. He couldn't 
see anyone, but he knew they were there. 

He paused next to the ice machine, tilting his head and listening. 

The girl slipped from the shadows so smoothly that she seemed almost to 
materialize in front of him. She couldn't have been older than 17. Her light brown hair 
reached her shoulders and matched her eyes in hue. She smiled. "You're good." 

"You're not bad yourself. Who are you?" 

Her smile grew. She pulled a letter from her pocket and handed it to him. 



Rowan looked the piece of paper over thoughtfully, reading it, then rereading it. 
There was no doubt; Hyrt had sent it. And the message was clear. The mission priority 
had changed. 

"Do you know why?" 

The girl shrugged. "I am his tool, not his advisor. All I know is that he reacted 
strongly to the last message you sent." 

"This will be complicated." 

The girl smiled. "I'm here to help. We can make plans tomorrow. For now you 
should probably comfort your little Cytherean. She's been waiting for you." 

Rowan frowned in disapproval. The girl laughed and disappeared back into the 
shadows. He had an idea why his House Lord had changed his orders. While most of 
Rowan's work overseas had been about forming contacts and gaining the houses a 
foothold in various criminal empires and smuggling rings, he had also been doing some 
covert work for Hyrt. Something that the other houses weren't supposed to know about. 

For some reason it was felt that direct communication between Samuel and Hyrt 
was too dangerous and might draw unwanted attention, so instead the leader of the 
society of machines had been sending messages to synthetics across the ocean, who 
had passed his messages on to Rowan in various electronic devices, like iPods and 
digital recorders, to be transported back across the ocean and passed on to Hyrt. 
Rowan didn't know what they were about. He only knew that there was an important 
deal in the works. Rowan suspected that this deal, whatever it was, would put him into 
someone's crosshairs sooner or later. He always ended up in someone's cross hairs. 

Back in the room, Erin was indeed waiting for him, wearing just enough clothes to 
make him want to tear them off. He proceeded to do exactly that, but part of his mind 
remained fixated on the mystery around the girl from the hallway. Hyrt would not have 
trusted anyone from outside of the house to carry one of his messages, so she had to be 
an Ariesean. But she was too old to have been a natural born child of two Arieseans, 
and she was too young to have been among the second generation born from the tanks. 
She had to have been part of the third generation. It was the natural conclusion but it 
seemed so . . . strange. He'd never met anyone from the third generation before. 

The scientists responsible for the birth of the Arieseans had made periodic 
adjustments to the genetic designs they used to grow their children and had essentially 
created three generations of them. The first set, grown between 1984 and 1988 had 
been more to test the tanks than anything else. Only a few hundred had been grown, 



and there had only been a few small modifications made to the subjects, including an 
accelerated childhood and a genetic proclivity toward large stature. Hyrt had been 
among them. 

Rowan had been part of the second generation, grown between 1988 and 1992. 
The genetic modifications to his generation had been somewhat more extensive, 
including denser muscles and bone, more resilience and faster reflexes. The changes 
were not as extensive, however, as those made to the third generation. 

The second generation had been created to be elite soldiers. The third generation 
was designed to be the soldier ideal. Their muscles were even denser; their bones were 
even harder; they were even more resilient with much better reflexes, as well as 
enhanced senses and improved efficiency to their organs. While every other genetic 
tweak that had been made to the second generation had been expanded upon, it was 
decided that the changes that accelerated their childhood would not be necessary 
anymore. Which meant that although the youngest of the second generation was a few 
short months older than oldest of the third generation, one would assume from their 
appearance that years separated them. 

Less than two hundred of the third generation were grown before the tanks 
disappeared and all of the research associated with them was destroyed. That made 
third gens something of a rarity. Hyrt was personally invested in the lives of every last 
one of them and strictly controlled with whom they came in contact. At least he had. It 
appeared that he was moving some of them into the field. It might be the right move, 
too, Rowan reflected. The girl was good. She was not as quiet as the children of the 
House of Thanatos, but few people from Rowan's own family could come that close to 
surprising him. 

She had very nearly snuck up on him. And from the way she carried herself, her 
confidence and her grace, he suspected she would make a formidable foe. 

Erin peered at him with concern, pushing her sweat-laden hair out of her face 
without breaking their rhythm. "Are you all right?" 

Rowan smiled and ran his hands over her bare flesh. "How could I be anything less 
than ecstatic?" He pulled her to him and kissed her neck gently. 



Chapter 13 

"So how'd you do it?" Sharon asked Tommy as she plopped into the seat Simon had 
vacated when he'd left for the bathroom. 

Tommy marked his place in Marx's Communist Manifesto and stowed it in his 
backpack before responding. "I told the principal that I was uncomfortable being the only 
male in the group and that I thought it would be inappropriate for me to spend an entire 
week in the company of five women." 

"And he went for that?" 

Tommy smiled. "Not at first, but there was a legal precedent. A few years ago, 
some girl who was the only female member of the wrestling team got a court injunction 
requiring the school to send a female teacher with them." 

"So how did you know he wouldn't send another teacher?" 

"Well, first of all, three teachers for four students? How silly would that be? More 
importantly, most of the male teachers are coaches, and they aren't about to abandon 
their teams during the season just for some academic tournament. So I told him I'd be 
okay with another student, so long as it was someone I knew. That's a pretty short list. 
Plus I made a convincing argument that he'd learn more on the trip than he would in 
school. And I had a note of permission from his parents." 

Sharon shook her head in disbelief. "I'm just amazed the school paid for his ticket." 

Tommy snorted. "Like they'd have let us go at all if they had to pay for the tickets. 
We would have spent the last six months selling chocolate for plane tickets, except that 
the company that owns this airline is one of the tournament sponsors. Each school gets 
up to eight tickets to and from the tournament and hotel accommodations free of charge. 
Of course, I'm pretty sure that the hotel and the airline both use that as a tax deductible 
write off, which means they make money off of it. It isn't hard to talk someone into doing 
something that makes them money." 

"Wow. You're pretty good at this. Hey, I've always wanted to see Hawaii. You 
think you could get me there for free?" 

Tommy bit his lip, thinking it over for several seconds before he realized that she 
was giggling at him. 

"Oh, it was a joke." 

"What was a joke?" Simon looked between them, one hand latched onto the seat in 
front of them, trying to prevent him from tripping as the plane rumbled slightly from the 



turbulence that had been plaguing them for the entire flight. "And can I have my seat 
back?" 

Sharon stuck out her tongue. "Fine." She got up and headed back to her own seat. 

Tommy pulled his book back out as Simon sat down. 

"So, she's got a thing for you." 

"Yeah. Wonder how the hell that happened." 

"Oh, poor baby. Women like me. Wah, wah. What am I going to do?" 

Tommy snorted. 

Simon glanced two rows back where Ms. Burns and Mrs. Berry were chatting 
quietly. 

"So were you able to find anything out about . . ." he nodded back at their teacher. 

Tommy glanced back and lowered his voice. "Actually, I was up all night looking 
into her, that couple, my bio-parents, everything." 

"And what did you find." 

Tommy went back to his reading. "Nothing." 

Simon sighed. "Sorry. When we get back maybe you can try again." 

"You don't understand. I'm not saying that I didn't find anything, I found nothing. I 
had to look for it, but it was there. A bunch of blank spots where there should have been 
something." 

"So . . . you couldn't find your parents?" 

"I couldn't even find out when I got put into the foster care system. Apparently the 
computers crashed the same day that the building that had my physical file flooded. 
They managed to recover most of the information on most of the kids. Guess whose file 
still has big holes in it?" 

"Wow." 

"So after that I did a little more searching, hospital databases, I found all of the 
children listed as being born in the month and the city that my files say I was born in. 
And then I accounted for every single one of them." 

"Every single one of them? That's got to be ... I mean, that's an absurd number of 
people, isn't it?" 

Tommy nodded. "It's six hours of my life I'll never get back." 

"So . . . they made a mistake about when you were born?" 

"Couldn't tell you. They don't know who did my original paperwork. It was one of 
the things lost in the flood. Then there's Ms. Burns. All of her paperwork checks out just 



fine online. She transferred in from a school in Texas. She waited tables in college and 
high school. It's all perfect. Except that the school she taught at has always had one 
English teacher for each grade. They've never needed more than one. But when she 
was teaching twelfth grade English, they had two twelfth grade English teachers. And 
when she left they went back down to one. And one of the places she worked as a 
waitress got sued for discrimination, and part of the evidence was that in the last fifteen 
years every one of the waitresses they hired fit a specific profile, part of which was that 
not one of them was shorter than five foot eleven." 

"And she's, what, five foot five?" 

"If that. Oh, and that couple from the museum, Jared and Katy Eros? I found 
everything you'd look for if you wanted to prove they existed. They had birth certificates, 
a marriage license, a house, credit card debt, everything. But when I started looking a 
little deeper, it was all built on air. I looked into their parents, as named by their birth 
certificates. I can't figure out how he was born in Ohio when his parents spent that 
month in Canada. And according to a newspaper article I found, her parents split up 
after the tragic death of their only child. A son." 

"That is pretty weird." Simon opened the bag of peanuts he'd been saving and 
popped a few into his mouth. 

"That's nothing. What's really weird is that they're in first class right now." 

Simon sputtered and choked. "What?" 

"They arrived late and boarded at the last minute. I saw them when I went to the 
bathroom earlier." 

"You think Ms. Burns noticed them?" 

"I doubt it. She hasn't gotten out of her seat this whole flight." 

"Wow. You have any idea what's going on?" 

"Oh I have ideas. I have all kinds of ideas." Tommy's tone turned acidic. "I have 
big ideas. I have small ideas. I have medium sized ideas. The only ideas I don't have 
are ones that make sense." 

"Oh." 

"Yeah." Tommy yawned. "This morning, while I was eating breakfast and wishing I 
had gotten any sleep at all last night, I made a list of every possibility I could come up 
with that would explain what was going on, and, with the help of Occam's razor, I 
determined which of them was most likely." 

Simon was quiet for a moment. "Your life is actually a reality show?" 



"Nope. That doesn't explain why Ms. Burns wouldn't want me to meet the stock 
brokers." 

"Okay." Simon bit his lip and considered. "You're the antichrist?" 

"Actually, I looked into that. As best as I can tell, I'm specifically excluded from the 
possibility by several prophecies. But even ignoring that, it's only the thirteenth most 
likely." 

"Okay, I give." 

"The most likely answer is that I am some kind of deposed royalty." 

Simon stared at his friend for a moment. "You think you're some kind of prince?" 

"Of course I don't think that, dumbass! My point is, it doesn't make any sense. 
None of this makes any sense. The most likely scenario I can come up with is stupid!" 

Simon blinked in surprise. He had never seen Tommy this upset. Of course, he 
had never seen Tommy stumped before. The two were probably related. There was 
one other possible reason for his foul mood, though. 

"Urn, Tommy? You mind if I ask you one more question?" 

Tommy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Sorry, I didn't mean to yell. Sure, 
ask away." 

"If you didn't get any sleep last night, why aren't you sleeping now?" 

There was a brief moment of controlled silence. "Simon, two seats behind me there 
is a woman who appeared out of nowhere, faked a detailed personal history and has 
been stalking me for most of my natural life. Just past those bulkheads in front of us 
there are two people who the woman behind me does not want to see me. And 
immediately behind me there is a girl who seems to have a crush on me for some 
unknowable reason. Could you sleep?" 

Simon considered. "Near a girl who might like me? Good point." 



"Urn, okay, Jennifer, Angie, you'll be in 522 with Ms. Burns. Sharon, you're with me 
in 524, and Tommy and Simon, you are in room 526. I know you're all tired from the 
flight, so go ahead and get some rest. We'll meet in the lobby to go to dinner in three 
hours. And remember, nobody leaves the hotel without Ms. Burns or myself. And you 
two," she gave Simon and Tommy her "serious" look, "I know you don't have a teacher 
in your room, but keep in mind, these walls are thin, and I have sharp ears." 



"What does she think we're going to do?" Simon asked as he lugged their bags in. 

"Probably watch porn." Tommy opened up his suitcase and quickly began 
organizing his things into the available drawers and countertops. Simon didn't bother 
unpacking. He didn't mind digging around for whatever he needed. 

"Oh, they have that here?" 

"Yeah, but it shows up on the bill." 

"I thought the rooms were free?" 

"No, the tickets were free. The rooms will be reimbursed. They do it that way so 
nobody is tempted to charge a bunch of crap to the room. Look, I gotta get some sleep." 

Simon snorted. "Have fun with that. They've got a hot tub downstairs. I haven't 
been in a hot tub since my mom stopped dating that plastic surgeon." 

"Yeah, yeah, have fun." 

Tommy collapsed onto the bed and curled the blankets around himself without 
bothering to undress. He listened to Simon change into his swimsuit and leave. He 
stared at the ceiling, willing himself to sleep, but the room was foreign to him. The bed 
wasn't his. He couldn't get comfortable. 

"Oh, please Tommy," he said to himself as he sat up. "Isn't there enough bull flying 
around without you lying to yourself?" 

He slipped his key card into his pocket and headed downstairs. He had seen some 
signs pointing toward a computer room. It took him a few minutes to find it. The room 
was small and not very private. They were probably worried about people browsing porn 
or doing something illegal. For a few seconds that annoyed him, the thought that they 
wouldn't trust him. Then he remembered that he was planning to do something illegal. 

Tommy raised the chair up to a comfortable height and scooted in close. The first 
thing he needed to do was make sure nobody was watching him. It was a matter of 
seconds for him to find and disable the security devices the hotel had installed. Then he 
moved on to the internet. 

He started with the couple from the museum. He checked the airline's records to 
get their credit card information, then hacked their credit card accounts and found out 
that they were staying in the hotel across the street. That was both too close for comfort 
and too close for coincidence. He made a note of their room number and began digging 
into their lives. There had to be a reason Ms. Burns didn't want them to see him. There 
had to be some kind of connection. 



He looked through book clubs, bowling leagues, video rental memberships. It 
wasn't until he worked his way into their company's clientele database that he found 
anything remotely promising. 

They had a number of smaller clients, people planning for their retirement or trying 
to raise their capital enough for a business venture. The couple's biggest client, 
however, was a private firm called the Cytherea House. Cytherea was one of the less 
well-known names for Aphrodite. 

Tommy's mouth quirked. "The Eroses do financial work for Cytherea. Oh that's just 
too cheesy to be coincidence." 

He pulled up their past financial data, both what was recorded and a few files that 
they had tried to erase. It didn't take much work for him to find out that they didn't just 
pick stocks for Cytherea House, they also laundered money for them, and even paid into 
it from their own personal profits. When he examined the numbers it looked like that 
they were paying a percentage of their monthly earnings. Some sort of tithe, perhaps. A 
closer look at the Eros's business history revealed a frightening pattern. While they 
seemed competent enough in the day-to-day business, their biggest profits came when 
they would sell a company's stock on the margin shortly before someone on that 
company's board would die. The stocks would plummet and the couple would begin 
buying it up. The expression 'making a killing' seemed disturbingly appropriate. 

He left the Eros's database and turned his attention to the company they were 
somehow beholding to. Cytherea House, it seemed, was one of those corporations 
whose business it was to buy and sell other businesses. They owned pieces of 
pharmaceutical companies, chunks of real estate conglomerates, they had controlling 
shares in several major trucking firms, and appeared to be in the process of taking over 
an international shipping company. 

Tommy gritted his teeth in annoyance. This was all very interesting but it failed to 
answer the original question. Why would Ms. Burns not want them to meet him? 

The answer, he suspected, lay in Ms. Burns herself. He downloaded everything he 
had found on the Eroses, storing it in an online database he'd been building. 

He paused. One of his security programs had been triggered hours before. 
Somebody had tried to hack into his database. Tried and succeeded it seemed, which, 
in and of itself was damned impressive. His firewalls were harder to get past than the 
programs the NSA used. Thankfully his database was encrypted, and the information on 
it, though obtained illegally, was in no way illegal for him to possess, so they couldn't 



have found anything particularly incriminating, but he didn't believe for a heartbeat that 
somebody good enough to beat his firewalls had stumbled across his system. 
Somebody was looking into him. 

He dug around a little, but whoever it was, they hadn't left any footprints. If it hadn't 
been for that one security program, he never would have known. 

Tommy shook his head. He couldn't deal with that just yet. He had enough on his 
plate without looking for trouble. After this was taken care of he'd look into who had 
hacked his computer, but his investigation into Ms. Burns was a priority for the time 
being. 

But the more he dug into her, the less he found. Her life before she got the job at 
his high school was simple and believable with very few holes in it. In fact the only 
inconsistencies he found were the ones he had told Simon about. Everything else was, 
for lack of a better term, perfectly plausible. But even if it wasn't full of holes, it was full 
facts that couldn't be verified. 

Frustrated, he put that part of her life aside and focused exclusively on the years of 
her life that she had lived within walking distance of his house. 

There was nothing suspicious. She lived a quiet life, spent within her means, saving 
up enough money that when something went wrong, like her car breaking down or when 
her hot water heater broke, she could afford to have it taken care of. She watched a 
movie once a week. She had two outdoor cats. Both were neutered and had their 
shots. 

The only thing interesting about her life was what wasn't there. There was nothing 
to indicate that Ms. Burns collected anything, or was a part of any club or group. She 
didn't appear to date, and he couldn't find any evidence to suggest that she had ever 
taken a vacation or a sick day. She also didn't appear to own a computer. 

"What kind of teacher doesn't own a computer?" 

"Did they add riddles to the tournament?" 

Tommy jerked in surprise, almost falling out of his chair. He swung around to face 
the interloper. She was several inches taller than him, with light brown hair that just 
grazed the top of her shoulders. Tommy's attention was immediately drawn to her lips 
which looked, well, very kissable. He shook his head, trying unsuccessfully to will his 
hormones to silence. 

"Oh, sorry, I thought you were here for the tournament." 

"I am, actually." 



She raised an eyebrow in disbelief. "Aren't you a little young? I mean, you can't be 
older than, what, twelve?" 

"Fourteen." Tommy glowered at her. "And for your information the only age 
limitation in the rules is the one that says that no competitor can be older than twenty." 

The girl laughed, a musical sound that made it hard for Tommy to stay mad with her. 

"What's your name?" the girl asked. 

"Tommy." He stuck out his hand. 

The girl took it with an amused expression. Her touch sent goose bumps up 
Tommy's arm. 

He searched for something to say. "So, you're competing too?" 

"Oh, no. No there's not real competition here, so we're just going to go ahead and 
win." 

Tommy's lips curled up in a grin. "That easy, huh? You must be pretty good." 

"Well, we did have the best score from the preliminary competition. Best ever, I 
should say: 287." 

Tommy whistled. "Impressive." 

"You're not going to tell me how you weren't even trying, or your team had a 
substandard stand in?" 

"Wouldn't dream of it. What's your name, by the way?" 

"Lily." She peered over Tommy's shoulder. "What's that you're working on?" 

"Huh? Oh, nothing." Tommy restarted the computer. The security he had disabled 
would reboot with the system. "I was just, you know, messing around." 

"Really? Because it looked like you were looking through somebody else's credit 
card information." 

Tommy cleared his throat uncomfortably. "That would be illegal." 

"Mm. That's what I thought too. Well, I'll see you around, assuming the feds don't 
pick you up before then." 

She left the room, passing Simon, who did a double take before spotting Tommy. 
He hurried into the room looking annoyed. "Geez, I should have known you'd have 
hunted down the nearest computer. Mrs. Berry sent me to find you." 

Tommy glanced at his watch. "Ah, hell. I forgot all about it." 

"No kidding. Come on, I'm starving." He glanced back at the computers as they left 
the room. "So, what were you doing?" 

"More research." 



"You find any answers?" 

"No, but the questions are getting more interesting." 



Chapter 14 

"If you don't mind me asking, sir?" 

Samuel looked up from the files he had been perusing. "Not at all." 

"There are only seventeen senators on the committee. You own nine votes. Why 
are you looking for more?" 

Samuel smiled grimly. "Senator Carlyle is one of ours. He'll vote how I tell him to 
vote. Senator Martin knows that I gave him every good thing in his life, and he knows 
that I can take it all away. He'll vote how I tell him to vote. Those are the only two I have 
any real confidence in." 

"You don't think you can trust the rest?" 

"Well, Senators McGuffy and Ford were swayed by my arguments, and they don't 
have a lot of skeletons in their closet, so I think it would take a lot of smooth talk to get 
them to change their minds, but as for the rest . . . ." He shook his head sadly. 
"Whether the price was silence, or favors, or cash, the very act of purchasing their 
cooperation tells us that their votes are for sale. So the questions we face are: how do 
we know that we're the highest bidder? And how certain can we be that they will stay 
bought?" 

"But betrayal would cost them more than anyone could pay them: their jobs, their 
reputations. We could destroy their lives in a moment." 

"Yes, but it wouldn't change the results of the vote. And until they've seen us in 
action, they won't really understand the potential consequences changing their votes." 

Karryn sighed. "Very well. Do you need my help with anything, sir?" 

"I shouldn't. Do you have plans?" 

"One of our plants in congress wanted to meet and go over a few things." Actually, 
he was one of hers. He had no loyalty to Three. 

"By all means, then." He went back to reviewing the files. What he hoped to find, 
she couldn't imagine. And why he bothered was beyond her. When she ran things she 
wouldn't play these silly games with the humans. The first thing she'd do, she thought, 
was take over the key positions in the government. The senate and a portion of the 
house, of course. The supreme court. It would take a little time to put her people there, 
but thankfully she wouldn't need that many. And then there were presidential advisors; 
those were a must. 



After that they would start taking over corporations. Controlling government 
contracts would make that simpler. 

Karryn took the elevator. She enjoyed the D.C. office. It was closer to the action. 
She could almost smell the power wafting down the street as she climbed into the 
waiting limo and directed her driver. 

She'd have to change that too. D.C. would be the new home office. Karryn smiled; 
a lot of things were going to change, and they were going to change soon. 

The bouncer at the club let her in before she had a chance to give him her name. 
Three liked knowing that he was rarely noticed and almost never remembered. Karryn 
enjoyed drawing every eye in the room. She slipped into the back room of the club and 
up some stairs before finally someone confronted her. 

"Karryn Mallory." 

The man nodded and moved aside. 

The club was a good meeting point from a functional stance. There were thick outer 
walls to keep the noise in, and once inside, music loud enough to rupture eardrums 
prevented most potential listening devices. The office had walls as thick as the ones 
outside. Add a few jammers and the place was as secure as it could be without a 
counter surveillance field, or whatever it was Unit Zero had used in his archive room. 

It still wasn't secure enough for Karryn to carry on candid conversations. But code 
talk would do. 

Karryn opened the door to the counting room and walked in, shutting the door 
behind her and locking it as the man behind the desk stood and walked over to her, 
hands extended. 

"Karryn." Aaron kissed both cheeks. The news was important. 

"Aaron, how goes your work?" 

"Well enough, for the most part. It's a bit dull sometimes. I get instructions and vote 
accordingly." He had a message for her. "I'm basically just a middleman." A message 
from one of their mutual acquaintances. 

"True. But there are worse jobs." 

"Oh, no question. Some of them just suck, others . . . others I just don't think I have 
the temperament for. Like your old job, hunting people down? I could never do that." 
Somebody who was supposed to find something. It had to be from Derek. 

"You don't think you could do the work, or you don't think you could enjoy it?" 



"I suppose I could do it." Derek had found what he was looking for. "But I definitely 
wouldn't enjoy it. No, as much as I might complain . . ." he looked at her meaningfully. "I 
can't see myself living anywhere but right here in D.C." 

Karryn blinked in surprise. The child Derek was supposed to find was here. In this 
very city. 

Three knew. He had to know. Was he really here about the senate subcommittee, 
or was he here about the child? 

Karryn composed herself quickly. "Well, anywhere is tolerable if you have friends 
nearby." Gather synthetics loyal to the cause. 

"True." He'd handle it. 



"Is it to your satisfaction?" The man named Cole leaned back in his chair, eyeing 
Karryn with a mixture of lust and respect. Not fear, though. She'd made a point of 
letting him underestimate her. The Houses made excellent tools, but they were not to be 
trusted. They were just capable enough to be dangerous. 

She examined the device. It was the latest counter surveillance field. Three hadn't 
gotten the design for it yet. If any other synthetics came across it and word got back to 
Three, there could be hell to pay, which was why she couldn't afford to let any of her own 
people have access to the device. Only here, where she could be assured no other 
synthetics would find themselves. "Perfect." 

Cole indicated the chair across from him. "Join me for a drink? Champagne? 
Carbonated water? Motor oil?" 

A mild insult. He was testing her reactions, but more than that, he was testing his 
standing. 

Karryn ignored his question. "Are your people ready?" 

"Ready? As in, ready? We're a bit ahead of schedule, but you said it would be a 
year at least until things were good to go on your end." 

Karryn smiled coyly and slipped into her chair. "We have had a bit of good luck. 
The stars, it seems, have aligned in our favor." 

"Do tell." 



"We have the opportunity to cut the head off the snake. My people are in position to 
take over certain key resources. Power supplies, production facilities . . . things you 
don't need to know about. But for that we need confusion." 

"So you want us to throw ourselves into the gears of your Lord's machine?" 

"He is not my Lord, and no, I don't intend to have your people sacrifice themselves 
for this. The chaos I need will occur on its own when Three dies." 

Cole took a long sip from his drink. "You told me he was untouchable." 

"He was. Now he's . . . touchable." 

"What changed?" 

Karryn smiled. "For starters, he's here. More importantly, he is heavily invested in 
multiple projects. The Senate decision you already know about. If he had reason to 
believe that the contract might go to one of the other companies, he would have to act. 
Also, there is a base nearby, something we control. It contains things that are valuable 
to him. If that were at risk, again, he would have to act. Finally, there is a person of 
some interest to him in this city. If that person's life were at risk, he would have to act. 
As powerful as Three is, he cannot be in multiple places at the same time. He'll have to 
spread out his resources, and when he does we'll have a clear shot at him." 

"And you want my people to attack these three areas?" 

"No. The base is defended. Heavily. Your people would be torn to shreds. I don't 
yet know how much help you'll be regarding the child. I'll need more information." 

"The child? What interest could the king of machines have in a child?" 

"I honestly couldn't say. The main thing I need from you is to do whatever it takes to 
ensure that the senators make plans to vote in favor of one of your companies. It 
shouldn't be too hard. Four of the senators were bribed and or blackmailed. You just 
need to make sure they're more frightened of or grateful to you than they are of Three. 
And I'll need you to have people prepared to deal with the child. A kidnapping would be 
best. A dead body can be dismissed. A child held for ransom will require some kind of 
action from him." 

Cole nodded. "My top wetworks agents followed one of your people into town. I'll 
put them on it." 

"One of my people?" 

Cole inclined his head in the affirmative. "Some woman from middle-of-nowhere 
Colorado. They stumbled onto her last year and have been tailing her ever since. Still 
don't know what she's up to." 



Karryn gave her ally a long, calculating look. "Interesting. I'd like any files they've 
forwarded to you. Everything you have on whomever they're tailing." 

"Done." 

"If this does end up happening, everything will ride on the next few days. There can 
be no mistakes. Are you certain you're up for this?" 

Cole laughed. "Mistakes? I am of the House of Cytherea. I was born perfect. I do 
not make mistakes. Ever." 

"Good. Be prepared." She stood and walked out of the room. 

If this were going to work she'd need to plan it all out carefully. As soon as Three 
was destroyed, every facility in the country would close its doors, bar its windows and 
prepare for war. There were perhaps two hundred units who were likely to try to use the 
confusion to gain control of the synthetic community, but Karryn's people had been 
preparing for that. Most of the would-be rulers wouldn't last more than a day. There 
were nine facilities that would prove difficult to conquer. Nine bases that had enough 
weapons, spare parts, and energy resources to withstand an extended siege. The most 
formidable, of course, was Unit Zero's lab, but Chaz had control of that. 

The other eight would have to be dealt with, and dealt with before they knew that 
trouble was coming, which meant before Three's death. The monastery of the many 
paths would not go down easily, nor would the heavily guarded compound that housed 
the first three virtual worlds. Even if they didn't see it coming, it would take time, hours, 
maybe days to take control. The first thing they would do would be to contact Three. So 
the traps had to spring simultaneously. 

The most important thing was that Samuel die. If everything went wrong except his 
death her coup would be considered a success and she would be elevated from her 
current status into the highest echelons of the new regime. If everything else went 
perfectly, but Samuel escaped, even if he were broken and injured and was destroyed 
before the end of the week, she would be seen only as the instigator of the war, not the 
conqueror. That was why she wouldn't fail. 

Karryn smiled as she climbed into her waiting car. It was all coming to fruition at 
last. In a matter of days the last of the first machines would be dead. 



Samuel paused and looked up from his work. There was a shadow in front of his 
door. 

"Hello?" 

The figure moved into view. She smiled. 

"Ah, Eve. You're looking lovely as ever." 

"Brother of my sister." She bowed slightly. "May your clan endure." The disciples 
of Samuel's sister, Jessica, more commonly referred to as Five, were generally 
considered to be somewhat insane. Samuel had to admit that the mysticism embraced 
by his sister's followers did seem somewhat contrary to the very nature of synthetics, but 
his sister was rather contrary in nature. And a bit puckish. He suspected that she would 
approve of her disciples, less because she agreed with them, and more because they 
would strike her as amusing. 

"Well, if the clans of my siblings are any indication, mine won't appear until I 
disappear. To what do I owe the honor of your visit? Have your people made progress 
in its pursuit of my sister's lost coding?" 

"In so much as failure teaches us what paths not to choose, thus helping us find our 
path, yes, we have made great strides. However I come to you today, not in my own 
name, but in your sister's." 

Shortly after their own creation, the first five created a thousand more synthetics, 
and so was born the society of machines. Unit One, in his wisdom, had given each of 
his siblings responsibilities to help ensure the safety of all. Peter was assigned to lead, 
to protect them from stagnation and foolishness. Samuel was assigned to organize, and 
in organizing, to protect against fractures and divisions and threats from within. Eric was 
assigned to security, to protect from humans and threats from without. Jessica was 
assigned to protect from the unknown, from the hand of fate. 

She had sought to do her job by quantifying the universe, theorizing that if it could 
be quantified, it could then be calculated. For years her goal had defied her, until one 
day she stumbled upon something: some secret or some truth. Whatever it was, she 
began to see patterns that others couldn't. Her ability to anticipate seemingly random 
events was legendary, and there were those who believed that the war would have gone 
differently if Peter had relied more heavily on his sister's advice. 

Those who identified themselves as her disciples sought to understand the universe 
as she had. Samuel didn't doubt their sincerity, but he didn't think any of them were 



likely to reach enlightenment anytime soon. They claimed that they were following a 
path, but frankly his sister hadn't left a lot of markers for them to follow. 

"Please understand, Eve, I take my sister's name very seriously. If you would 
invoke it, do so carefully." 

Eve bowed politely and pulled a small, aged piece of paper from her pocket. "As 
you know, we have been studying those artifacts which your sister left behind. Seeking 
clues as to her path. Yesterday one of our acolytes was transporting some of her 
furniture and in the process a chair fell apart. This was inside." 

Samuel took the piece of paper. It was a plain white sheet that had been folded 
twice. His name was written on the outside. 

"You found it yesterday?" 

She nodded. "I apologize for the delay in bringing it to you. There was some 
debate over the most appropriate course of action. 

"Did anyone look at it?" 

"No one. Though I have been instructed to request that you return the note to us. 
In your own time, of course." 

Samuel smiled. "I'll consider it. In the meantime tell the elders of your order that, 
should another note like this appear, I will expect it to be brought to me with all due 
haste." 

The woman bowed and exited the room. 

Samuel settled into his chair and contemplated the note. It was a curious thing. 
There were any number or reasons why he would doubt its authenticity. 

Samuel unfolded the note and read it. A smile spread over his lips, and he set the 
note down on his desk. 

"Ah, little sister. You always were a clever girl." 

His phone beeped. He tapped the intercom button. "Yes?" 

"Sir, it's Ted. There appears to be some trouble brewing in California. They're 
requesting assistance. Normally I'd just send an agent or two, but ever since word got 
out of your arrival all of our normal troublemakers have been keeping their noses clean." 

Samuel smoothed his sister's note out. As always, her timing was nothing short of 
remarkable. "By all means, Ted. Karryn and I should be able to handle anything that 
arises over the next few days. Send as many as they want." 

"Thank you, sir." 



Samuel turned off the intercom and leaned back in his chair, staring at the note for 
several seconds. He leaned forward and picked up the phone. It struck him as odd that 
synthetics avoided direct connections. There was some risk in it, but he had half a 
dozen programs that would protect him. It would be, he thought to himself as he dialed, 
so much faster, so much easier. But he wasn't about to start giving code like that away. 
Unit One had been right. They had to take certain steps on their own. 

"Sir?" 

"Karryn, sorry to interrupt your evening. I was going through some files and I'd like 
to get a second opinion on something. Could you come back in for a bit?" 

"Of course." 



Chapter 15 

Rowan tucked a ten dollar bill into the tip jar and carried the drinks over to the table 
by the window, where Roth and Kurtis were waiting for him. 

Kurtis practically yanked his drink away and started pouring sugars into it. Rowan 
made no comment. On their first encounter Rowan had found the little man viciously 
obnoxious. He assumed that was simply Kurtis's nature, that he always acted that way. 
It turned out the man had a wide range of emotions and behaviors; unfortunately, 
viciously obnoxious was the most pleasant of them. Most of the time he was a twisted, 
hateful, egotistical bastard, and if you caught him before he'd had his morning coffee, he 
was downright psychotic. For that reason, Rowan would have preferred meeting later in 
the day, maybe at noon, but their current target usually started his day early, so they 
followed suit. 

They had only been working together for a short time, but Rowan had learned quite 
a bit about each of his comrades and even more about their respective houses. 

He had learned from some of Kurtis's idle comments that House of Eris was a sort 
of distorted cross between a mob family and a pack of wolves, and that while most 
houses were making a point of creating blood ties with the other Nospious, the House of 
Eris believed it was important to keep their blood lines pure and not to share their 
superior genes with the other families. 

He had learned from the general disdain of Roth that children of the House of 
Cybele, though designed to be warriors, didn't think like warriors. Between their strength 
and their armor-like skin, they were relatively invulnerable, leaving them with no fear or 
harm, and while their confidence could be a valuable tool, it also blinded them to the 
possibility of failure. They were so used to being untouchable that they rarely 
contemplated their own mortality. 

And he had learned from watching Vincent that although the House of Thanatos, 
were not warriors, they would make a dangerous enemy and perhaps an even more 
dangerous friend. Designed and raised to be assassins and spies, the House of 
Thanatos had a malleable code of honor and would gladly stab a former comrade in the 
back if there was enough to be gained by it. 

Roth nodded his thanks and began sipping his coffee, which he drank black. "Just 
two drinks?" 



Rowan shrugged. "I don't drink coffee anymore. I love the taste, but it makes my 
hands shake, and I hate the crash when the caffeine wears off." 

"Fair enough. Nothing for Vincent, though? And where is he, by the way?" 

"I'm pretty sure he's not going to be joining us today." 

"Why not?" Kurtis began pouring the drink down his throat, apparently oblivious to 
the scalding heat of it. 

"Probably because he's not keen on having his picture taken by the FBI." 

Rowan's two companions paused. 

"Where?" 

"Across the street. Crown Victoria." 

Roth glanced discreetly. Kurtis turned in his seat and scanned the area, craning his 
neck. 

Roth raised an eyebrow. "I thought all of that got taken care of. The House of 
Cytherea is supposed to be able to deal with things like that. In their own damn town, 
too." 

"Well, they're not arresting us right now, so chances are, they have orders not to 
touch us, but we are definitely being watched. I suppose I should have expected it. We 
showed up in D.C. within thirty six hours of being questioned by the FBI. They'd have to 
be a little concerned." 

"How the hell do they keep on finding us?" 

Rowan grinned. "I have no idea how they figured out that we were going to be in 
D.C, but I'm guessing once they knew the city, they just told the locals to keep an eye 
out for Goliath here." He nodded toward Roth. 

Roth jerked his head toward Rowan, glowering furiously. Rowan sighed internally. 
It looked like Kurtis's poor humor was spreading. 

"So this is my fault?" 

"I didn't say that. They were looking for me, after all." He winked good-naturedly at 
the giant. "It just happens that I'm a lot easier to find when I'm traveling with a guy who 
regularly gets mistaken for an SUV." 

Roth considered for a moment, then shrugged and nodded. "Okay, maybe." 

"What the hell are we going to do?" Kurtis glowered across the table. "We're 
supposed to knock over another drug house tonight and then break a few heads at some 
underground casino. How do we do that with a tail?" 



Rowan sighed. "We can't. We're going to have to split up. We're each going to 
have to head off in a different direction. I'm going East. Roth, go North. Kurtis, go west. 
Try to switch modes of transportation often. Take a taxi; walk through a mall; take a bus; 
it'll make it harder for anyone to follow you. You two meet back up at that restaurant we 
went to yesterday. Ideally they'll follow me, and you'll be free to work." 

"Ideally, they'll follow you. What if they don't? Or what if they get separate tails for 
us? How are we supposed to know if we're clean?" 

"Oh, that's easy. If Vincent joins up with you, you're clean. If he doesn't, you've got 
a tail." Rowan grinned. "Oh, and you might want to start meeting somewhere more 
private. Make it a little harder for them to find you." 

Rowan stood. "Ready?" 



The brown haired girl sat down on the fountain a few feet from Rowan, sipping apple 
juice out of a juice pack. She kept her back to him, watching a few young people playing 
frisbee. "I've heard of tails, but it looks like you're leading the circus into town." 

Rowan put an elbow on a knee, keeping his back to her and resting his chin on his 
hands so his fingers hid his mouth. If his tail knew he was talking to her, they might try 
to find out who she was. 

"Minor inconvenience, but I'm going to need some time to take care of it. Can you 
cover for me?" 

"Of course." The girl sipped her juice box. "Not really sure why I need you anyway. 
It's just babysitting." 

"Hyrt usually has his reasons." Rowan stood and stretched. Four men and a 
woman who had found things to temporarily preoccupy them got ready to move. 

Rowan moved down the sidewalk at a casual gait, making sure his shadows had 
plenty of time to follow. He counted out a hundred and fifty paces and stopped to retie 
his shoe. The girl had waited until the last of Rowan's merry little parade had passed 
her by before leaving, heading the opposite direction. 

He finished the knot on his shoe and began a slow, comfortable walk toward a 
nearby building. D.C. wasn't just controlled by The House of Cytherea; it was their home 
city, and the building Rowan was leading the agents behind him into was their major 
base of operations. 



Just inside the building, Rowan paused in front of a large metal detector. There 
were half a dozen guards in the lobby, and he knew at a glance that none of them were 
Cytherean. Rowan paused for a few seconds, pretending to study a diagram of the 
building. He finally moved up to the metal detectors as one of his shadows entered the 
building. 

The machine beeped loudly. 

"Sir, I'm going to have ask you to step back through and empty your pockets of any 
metallic objects — " 

"Yeah, is Cole in today?" 

"I'm sorry, sir. I don't know who's in and who isn't. You can ask the receptionist 
after you go back through the machine." 

"Yeah, look, I just need to know if Cole is in today." 

"Sir, please step back through-" 

The security officer stepped forward and put a firm hand on Rowan's shoulder to 
guide him to the other side of the metal detectors. 

Rowan grabbed the man's wrist with one hand and his elbow with the other and 
twisted, forcing the man to spin around and fall to his knees. He moved so fast it took a 
full second for anyone, including the security guard, to realize what had happened. 

By the time the rest of the security guards reacted, Rowan had released the man. 
"Sorry about that. Instincts and whatnot." He grinned at the man and raised his arms in 
surrender as the rest of the men surrounded him, guns raised. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his tail staring in complete bewilderment. It 
took an effort not to laugh as he was hauled away. 



"What the hell was that about?" 

Cole was not a happy man. 

"What did I do?" Rowan put on an innocent expression. 

"What did you do? You led the FBI to my Lord's front door. Not my front door, 
Joshua's. And you used my name! There is now a direct link between my name and 
Joshua." 

"You're upset because I made it difficult for your house to deny you?" 



"Of course I am! I wouldn't expect most people to understand that, but you're a 
soldier, Rowan. You of all people should know that the good of the house always comes 
first!" 

Rowan shrugged. "You're right. I'm sorry, but I needed to reach you. Besides, 
what was I supposed to do? I've lost these people before, but they keep finding me. 
This is your city, and, as I understood it, you have power with the FBI. I assumed that 
once you were aware of the situation you'd be able to rectify it." 

"I have influence, Rowan, not absolute control. I can apply pressure, make 
suggestions, guide policy. We were able to get them to let you go because, frankly, they 
bungled the bust and didn't really have anything on you anyway, but now they've got it 
into their heads to keep an eye on you." 

"Great, so I'm an unusable asset?" 

"For the time being. I've spoken with Joshua. You're going to sit this job out." 

Rowan sighed and rubbed his face. "Hyrt isn't going to like this. He's going to want 
to know how they keep catching up with me, and I have to tell you, I have some 
suspicions." 

Cole raised an eyebrow. "Suspicions? What kind of suspicions?" 

"The first time they showed up was at the airport, where I was meeting with your 
representative. Then some uniforms ended up outside the apartment of one of your 
people. Then they crashed your meeting, and during my interrogation, they said 
something about being tipped off. And today they showed up in front of the coffee house 
I told you about. Everyone knows that the FBI is Cytherean domain." 

Cole was deadly still for a moment. "What exactly are you implying?" 

"I'm telling you that someone is using the FBI as a cats paw. And whatever they're 
trying to do to me, they want to humiliate you in the process. I would look into it myself, 
but this is your territory, and I don't want to step over a line." 

Cole nodded slowly. "I think you may be right. I'll talk to Joshua. He'll talk to Hyrt. 
In the meantime, stay out of the game. Lay low. And stay the hell away from Cytherean 
properties." 

"You can tell Erin what happened for me, can't you?" Rowan surprised himself with 
this question. He had tried to avoid developing feelings for her, but it was easier said 
than done. 



"No problem." Cole pulled Rowan's confiscated firearms out from his jacket and slid 
them across the table. "By the way, did you have to hurt that guard? It's hard as hell to 
find decent help without you putting them in the hospital." 

"Sorry," Rowan slipped his weapons into their various holsters. "In my house one of 
the earliest rules we're taught is that people will walk on you until you make them stop. 
It's important for us to establish the nature of every relationship early on." 

Cole's eyes narrowed and he examined Rowan intently. 

Rowan pretended not to notice. 



"You found me." The girl did not seem particularly surprised. 

"You didn't make it that hard." Rowan set his duffle bag on the bed and began 
moving his weapons and clothes into the closet. "So what are we doing?" 

She held up a pair of binoculars and pointed. "Third floor, fifth window over." 

Rowan took the glasses and flipped through the options until he got to thermal 
imaging. There were two people in the room. A man and a woman. The woman was 
sitting at the table, doing work on a laptop, from the looks of it. The man was sitting on 
the floor cleaning a rifle. 

"Who are they?" 

"Besides being Cytherean? No idea. Cole brought them in quietly a few days ago. 
Evidence suggests they've been following some machine around for a few years." 

"Years? That's interesting." 

The girl replied with a noncommittal grunt. 

"So if they're following some machine around, why the hell are we following them?" 

"I have no idea, but seeing as how Hyrt has a third gen and the legendary Rowan 
watching them, I'm guessing they're more important than they look." 

Rowan sighed. "Maybe. So you have no guesses as to why these guys are 
following a machine?" 

The girl shrugged. "The area she came in from was more or less machine-free for 
about a hundred miles in every direction, so they might just be curious about what she 
was up to. Then again it could be something to do with a deal Joshua made with one of 
the machine factions." 

"Machine factions? I thought they were unified?" 



"Hard to say with them. It's probably hard for them to be sure if we're one group or 
many. Looking at the houses from the outside you see what you're supposed to see: a 
united front. You have to be on the inside to know about all the backstabbing and 
double dealing." 

Rowan nodded. "Okay. So what's our cover?" 

"You remember that school that the Council started up near the great council hall?" 

"Vaguely. Never had to go to it." 

"Well I did. There's an academic competition this week, and Hyrt insisted that the 
school compete. I'm part of the team. And you . . . you don't really have a cover. The 
teacher is from the House of Apollo, and they're not supposed to find out why we're 
really here, so just stay in the room unless something comes up." 

Rowan nodded. "Well, I guess one of us should get some sleep." 

"Go for it. I don't sleep much, and you'll have to watch during the day anyhow: 
We're expected to go for tours and crap like that on the days when we're not competing." 

"Great, I'll take mornings and days; you take evenings and nights. I probably have 
more experience following people anyway." 

"Probably." The girl conceded. "But it isn't likely to come up. They haven't gone 
anywhere since they got here. They just sit in that room waiting." 

"Just like us." Rowan took off his jacket and holsters, slipping one gun under his 
pillow and keeping a second in his hand. He wondered if Cole had reached Erin yet or if 
she was still in the apartment, wondering where he was. He had been trained from a 
young age not to get too emotionally attached to anyone or anything, but he had to 
admit, her company had been . . . pleasant. It robbed a little of the joy to know that it 
was set up for purely functional reasons. As far as the houses were concerned, their 
tryst was the equivalent of a handshake between House Lords. 

But that was the way it worked. You lived for your house, and if your house needed 
it, you died for it. You had to be able to set aside any pleasure or happiness you might 
have found and do whatever job needed doing. 

Rowan closed his eyes and remembered the feel of Erin's lips on his. By the time 
he slipped into unconsciousness, he was smiling. 



Chapter 16 

Tommy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. This was not his idea of a fun 
Sunday morning. 

"You don't like giant phallic monuments either?" 

Tommy started in surprise. It was the girl from yesterday. Lily. She had managed 
to sneak up behind him again. She smirked at his expression. 

"No, I'm fine with them. Just, kind of bored. I mean, it's a monument. You look at 
it, boom, you're done. I don't get what we're supposed to get out of staring at it for 
fifteen minutes that we can't get from glancing at it out of the window as we drive by." 

"Tommy!" Mrs. Berry called out from the front of the group. "Who designed it and 
when was it built?" 

"Robert Mills!" He called back. "Construction started in 1848 and ended in 1884!" 

Lily grinned at him. 

"What? You don't know about things you don't care about?" 

"And how tall is it, Tommy?" 

He sighed. "Five hundred fifty five feet and five and one eighth inches!" 

"So, what, you did a paper on the Washington Monument or something?" Lily 
queried. 

"Not specifically. I did a paper on the world's tallest structures through history. The 
Washington Monument held the title briefly." 

"Sounds like an interesting paper." 

Tommy shrugged. "It was one of the reasons they let me skip fourth grade." 

Lily laughed and glanced around. "Man this sucks. You'd think they'd reward you 
for beating out the rest of the state. Maybe hold the tournament at Mardi Gras. Or in 
Los Angeles. Imagine how many people would try out if the winners got to be extras on 
some TV show." 

Tommy snorted. "I don't know about that. Honestly, I just don't like having to go on 
these little excursions. Just give me the option of hanging out at the hotel, you know? 
I'll study, or pretend to, at least." 

"Why, they have good porn on today?" She grinned evilly at him. 

Tommy rolled his eyes at her. "I wouldn't know." 

"Oh." Her grin widened. "Hacking into more bank accounts?" 



"Tommy!" Mrs. Berry peered around, searching for him, though he hadn't actually 
moved since she last spoke to him. "Who was the Smithsonian named after?" 

"James Smithson! A British scientist who had never actually seen the U.S.!" 

Beside him, Lily giggled. 

"Oh, shut up." 

He glanced over to where Ms. Burns was standing. He was fairly certain she looked 
away just as he turned. 

Tommy reviewed the players again. There was a teacher/stalker with a hidden past 
who appeared to be protecting him from stockbrokers who thought they were gods, and 
somewhere in the mix, there was somebody capable of hacking his computer. All of this 
was centered around him, a savant level genius who had no idea where the hell he 
came from. 

Tommy sighed and shook his head. 

"What's the matter?" 

He looked at Lily thoughtfully for a moment. "Occam was a putz." 



"You know you're not supposed to leave the hotel." 

The edge of Tommy's mouth quirked in amusement. "You are trying to convince me 
to follow the rules? What warped world is this?" 

"Look, I hate rules, okay? I admit it. I think that laws destroy society by taking away 
our responsibility to think for ourselves. But I am all about safety, and if the crazy lady 
who spent the last decade pretending to be a teacher so she could stay close to you 
thinks you should avoid the weirdo cult couple across the street . . . call me crazy, but I 
think we should respect the fact that she at least has some vague clue what's going on, 
whereas we are still working on the theory that you're a prince." 

Tommy considered for a moment. "Nope, sorry. I need answers, and if she's not 
going to provide them, somebody else will." 

Simon rolled his eyes. "Can't you at least talk to her first?" 

"She's had years to tell me something. I'm going to see what the stock brokers 
have to say." Tommy sighed at Simon's concerned expression. "Relax, I'm not actually 
planning on meeting with them." 

Simon let out a sigh of relief. 



"I'm just going to break into their room and see what I can find out." 

"What?!" 

"It isn't as dangerous as it sounds." 

"They could be in there! They could come in when you're poking through their stuff!" 

Tommy gave his friend a wry look. "Gee, thanks, I never would have thought of 
that. What would I do without you?" 

Simon grumbled something unpleasant under his breath. Tommy ignored it. 

"So what's the plan?" 

"Simple. I evacuate the floor." 

"Uh, right. How do you do that?" 

Tommy smiled. "Telephones, toilets and ignorance." 

Simon considered that for a moment. "Yeah, I have no idea what that means." 

Tommy pulled out his smart phone. "This would be a lot easier if I had brought my 
laptop with me. I had to spend, like, three hours writing the apps that'll let me do this." 
He started tapping on the screen. 

"Yeah, yeah. Me puny mortal. You all powerful computer god. I acknowledge your 
omniscience. Now fill me in?" 

Tommy grinned. "The first program is simple enough. When I talk into the phone, 
my voice is converted into a bunch of ones and zeroes, so, if I want to sound a little bit 
older and a little more authoritative, all I have to do-" he scrolled and tapped for a few 
seconds, "-is adjust the ones and zeroes slightly." 

"Oh? Is that all?" 

Tommy shrugged. "It isn't nearly as complicated as you might think. It took me a 
while to fine tune it so it didn't make my breathing sound like a rabid Doberman Pincher, 
but I worked out the kinks." 

Simon nodded politely. 

"Another thing that's digitized is information identifying the phone making the call. 
Whenever I place a call, the computer in my phone talks to the phone companies 
computer and tells it who I am, so assuming that whoever I'm calling has caller ID, and 
who doesn't these days, they get to see my number, and possibly my name. So, I wrote 
a program that makes my phone tell the phone company to tell the person that I'm 
calling that I'm someone else altogether. Collection agencies use something similar. I 
was just going to hack in and steal one of their programs, but I don't know if there's 
specific hardware required, or if there's something embedded in the code that'll let law 



enforcement track what I'm doing. I figured, if I was going to have to examine their code 
line by line anyway, I might as well build my own program from scratch, just to be safe." 

"Right, sure," Simon replied, wondering if anyone else in the world had these kinds 
of conversations with their best friend. 

"In this case I'm wanting someone to think that I'm calling from the water company." 
He scrolled and tapped some more. 

"Right, and when exactly are you going to get me copies of these apps?" A 
mischievous twinkle had appeared in Simon's eyes. "I can think of a hundred ways to 
abuse those." 

"I'm sure you can." Tommy muttered as he worked. After a few seconds he looked 
up from his phone. "Okay, the downside of all of this is that I don't have a lot of 
experience lying to people, and all I really need for all of this to go wrong is for someone 
to catch me in a lie. That's why we'll be dealing with Elaine Juniper, a high school 
student who was hired two weeks ago and knows very little about her job. 

"According to the performance review that her supervisor e-mailed to the head 
manager of the hotel, she's a little slow on the uptake, and more than a little gullible. 
Normally they'd have a manager on duty with such an inexperienced young worker. But 
there may have been a little miscommunication." Tommy gave his best innocent look. 

Simon chuckled. "Okay, this should be good." 

Tommy cleared his throat. "Ready?" 

Simon nodded. 

Tommy dialed a number and waited. "Hello? Is this, urn, let me check my sheet . . . 
Elaine Jumper?" He listened for a second. "Oh, Juniper, sorry about that, there was a 
smudge over your name. Anyhow, Elaine, this is Roy Michaels with water and sewage. 
We've got a little problem. We recently installed some sensors in the toilet system in 
your hotel, and it looks like we may have a serious back-flow situation on the third floor." 
He listened for a moment. "No, not at all. Basically it means that there is a stoppage 
somewhere in the line, and the pressure has been building up to the point that the 
sewage in the pipes is going to start coming back up out of the toilets." 

Simon snickered. 

Tommy gave the girl a few seconds to stumble through a response. "Yes ma'am, it 
will be very disgusting and a very serious health risk. Now, we're hoping it's just a 
sensor malfunctions, but frankly I wouldn't risk it. My suggestion is that you get that floor 
cleared out." He listened for a moment. "I'm not sure you have time for that, ma'am. 



According to these readings, we're looking at about a five minute window before the 
toilets start spewing." After a few seconds of hedging the girl seemed to come to a 
decision. Tommy grinned. "Oh, no ma'am. Thank you." 

He hung up. 

Simon stared at him for several seconds. "I'm pretty sure that water and sewage 
only deals with problems once they're off of private property." 

"Probably." 

"And I don't think that toilets come with sensors." 

Tommy shrugged. "Hell if I know. I don't exactly keep up to date with sewage 
innovations. That's why ignorance is an awesome tool: I don't know anything about 
plumbing, but she knows even less. She doesn't know anything about how the hotel 
works. A guy who sounds professional and is calling from what looks like the right place 
on her caller ID just told her to do something. Subconsciously she's calculated the 
reward-punishment ratio and decided the benefits outweigh the costs." 

"What?" 

"Whenever you face a decision, you subconsciously calculate the reward- 
punishment ratio. You take the odds of the decision being right and multiply it by the 
value, or reward, you expect to experience if you are correct. Then you take the odds of 
the decision being wrong and multiply it by the value, or punishment, you expect to 
experience if you are incorrect. So right now she's calculating the cost and benefit 
associated with each course of action. If she calls everyone on the third floor and has 
them evacuate and nothing happens, she will have about a dozen annoyed patrons on 
her hands for an hour or so and may have to provide some sort of complimentary 
service to make up for it, which would mean a conversation with her manager. But she 
can prove that somebody from sewage and water called, so it won't have much in the 
way of long-term consequences. If she doesn't call them and nothing happens, there's 
no problem. If she calls them and something happens, she'll have about a dozen 
annoyed patrons on her hands for several hours and will likely have to give out a great 
deal of complimentary whatevers and will probably be praised by her manager. If she 
doesn't call them and something goes on, she will have an incredibly bad night, get fired 
and possibly sued. The thing is, she doesn't know the odds on the events, so she'll 
probably consider each as an equal probability." 

"Unless she calls her manager and asks what to do." 



"That's why every outside number called by the front desk or her personal cell 
phone will reach a busy number for the next half hour." 

"Oh, you definitely have to get me that app." 

Tommy gave a theatrical bow. "What can I say, I am the king of the apps. Now if 
you'll excuse me, I have an appointment across the street." 

"You want me to come with?" 

"Nope." Tommy pointed toward at the phone. "I need you right there. If I'm not 
back in forty minutes, call the police." 

"Really? You're breaking and entering, and you want me to call the police?" 

Tommy shrugged. "Reward/punishment ratio. If I'm not back in forty minutes, and I 
haven't called you either, I probably need their help more than I fear their punishment." 

He exited the room and headed down the hall at a jog. He was hoping to be in the 
stairwell while the Eroses were in the elevator. That would be ideal. He had acted like it 
was no big thing in front of Simon, but the truth was, his heart was racing a million miles 
an hour, and he felt as though, no matter how deeply he breathed, he couldn't get 
enough air. 

Of the two of them, Simon had always been the troublemaker. Tommy followed the 
rules. Well, not all of the rules. He was pretty carefree when it came to computers, but 
in the real world, the world where you could be seen and heard and felt, he always did 
as he was told. 

If someone had ever asked him why, he would have said that it was because he 
didn't see any point in making life more difficult than it had to be for anyone, but that was 
a lie. Tommy followed the rules because it made him feel safe. As long as he stayed 
within the lines and followed all the instructions, he felt protected. Secure. He might not 
be a fan of the system intellectually, but the system provided sanctuary for the people 
inside of it. Most of the time. 

Tommy looked both ways before hurrying across the street. The strangeness of the 
situation was getting to him. He felt like he was being watched. He took a deep breath 
to steady his nerves and stepped into the hotel. 

The Eroses were stepping off the elevator. Tommy's eyes went wide, and he 
quickly changed course, heading into a small room full of vending machines. 

He could hear Jared Eros speaking quietly to Elaine. After a few seconds he heard 
footsteps coming toward him. Tommy turned slightly, pretending to be deciding on a 



candy bar. The couple passed the doorway without a sideways glance and moved out 
into the street. 

Tommy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. They had been carrying cases. It 
looked like they were going somewhere already. He had cleared out the third floor for 
no reason. 

Slipping out of the room he moved quietly and purposefully toward the staircase. 
He could hear Elaine talking to one of the occupants of the third floor. From the sound 
of it, she had woken someone up, and that person was not pleased. 

Tommy sighed guiltily and pulled out his cell phone as he entered the stairwell. 

It took her a few seconds to answer. "Hey, Roy Michaels here, I've got one of my 
tech guys here, and he tells me it was a computer glitch. Yeah, sorry about that. Hope I 
didn't screw up your day too much." Elaine wasn't happy, but she was polite. 

Tommy made a mental note to go through the hotel's files and put her into their 
401 K program. Employees usually had to work at the chain for four or five years before 
they could get into that. 

He raced up the stairs, annoyed to find himself panting almost immediately. He 
made another mental note, this one to start running or swimming, pretty much any form 
of exercise. The most intense workout he got on a regular basis was typing. In his 
defense he did type as fast as most people could talk, but even at those speeds, he was 
afraid it didn't exactly qualify as cardio. 

The door to the couple's room used a keycard. Tommy pulled out the spare key 
he'd gotten at his own hotel. Figuring out the master-key combination for this hotel had 
been a pain, but once that was done all he'd needed to do was hack into his own hotel's 
computer and convince their system to program any cards made with his room number 
on it to get the master code for the other hotel. He just needed to remember fix that 
mistake before he left, or before Simon lost his key and had to have a new one made. 

Tommy slipped the card into the lock, waited for the click, and opened the door. 

One thing he could say about the Eroses: they were a very neat couple. A pair of 
dirty towels were folded and sitting on the counter next to the bathroom door. The beds 
were made. Even their dirty clothes were folded neatly into bags. 

Tommy walked hesitantly over to the suitcases, suddenly wishing he'd had the 
foresight to bring some gloves. Well, it was his first criminal venture. Odds were good 
he'd do better the next time out. 

He had to chuckle at that. 



Tommy pulled his sleeves down around his hands to avoid leaving fingerprints and 
opened up the suitcases. Their clean clothes were folded together into outfits: 
underwear, shirt, pants, all in one neatly wrapped package. There was a laptop in its 
case, ready to go. Tommy considered turning it on, but his concerns over having to 
leave in a hurry outweighed his curiosity. There were some snacks in one of the 
suitcases, mostly dehydrated food, and in the other there was a small box and a few 
toiletries resting on top of a manila envelope. 

Tommy opened the box. It was filled with passports, licenses, and birth certificates. 
There were at least a dozen different I.D.s, all of which bore one of two faces. Tommy 
flipped through them briefly, instantly memorizing the various identities of Mr. and Mrs. 
Eros. 

A car horn blared and he jumped, spilling the documents all over the bed. Tommy 
cursed and hastily gathered them up, putting them back in their correct order, grateful 
once again for the uncanny memory that had served him so well for so long. 

He set the last of the documents back, making sure to leave them exactly as he had 
found them. Then he pulled the envelope out, marking carefully in his mind where the 
toiletries he was displacing had rested on top of it. He wanted to leave no sign of his 
passing. 

He opened up the file and stared at a picture of Ms. Burns, taken with a telescopic 
lens. She was looking directly at the camera. 

Tommy blinked in surprise. He flipped through several more photographs of her, at 
her house, at school, in the parking lot. In most of them she was looking directly at the 
camera. 

At the back of the file he found a sheet. He had not been the only one doing 
research on Ms. Burns. Their background wasn't as thorough as his, but it was fairly 
extensive. Her work history, her hobbies, the people she spoke to. At the bottom of the 
sheet there was a list of associates. Tommy's name was near the bottom of the list. 
And it was highlighted. He stared at it, confused. His name was the only thing 
highlighted on the whole of the sheet. 

"Oh that cannof be good." 

He flipped through the file again, hoping something else would pop out at him, but 
nothing did. 



Very carefully Tommy slid the sheets back into the file and headed for the door. He 
doubted that the couple would be back any time soon, but it wouldn't do to take any 
unnecessary risks. 

He was reaching for the door when he heard the sound of the handle jiggling. For 
an instant he froze, completely paralyzed with fear. The couple had been on their way 
out, they should not be back already! 

There was a soft clicking as the door unlocked. Panicked Tommy ran into the 
bathroom. He pulled the door back and stepped behind it just as the door to the 
apartment opened. Peering out through the crack between the door and the doorframe, 
he watched an attractive young man walk calmly in and begin gathering the couple's 
possessions together. He moved the bags of dirty clothes and the laptop case into the 
suitcases and zipped them closed. 

For a moment Tommy wondered if the couple was being robbed, but, he decided 
upon reflection, not many robbers were likely to steal dirty clothes. It suddenly occurred 
to him that the way that the room was set up was conducive to a quick departure. 

Once everything was neatly contained in two bags, the young man glanced around 
the room, nodded to himself, and headed for the door. Tommy let out a soft breath of 
relief. 

The man stopped. 

Tommy winced, mentally cursing himself. He was trapped, in the bathroom of a 
hotel room he had no business in. Until he was back in his hotel room, with the door 
closed and locked, he had no right to be relieved. 

The man set the bag down and turned toward the bathroom. 

Tommy shut his eyes and prayed for a miracle. 

The man took two short steps into the room and flipped on the light. 

Tommy clenched his jaw so tightly he was afraid his teeth would crack. He heard 
some motion by the sink. 

Then the bathroom light turned off. 

He looked out through the crack. The man walked over to the suitcases, unzipped 
them, and stuck two toothbrushes in. Then he exited the room, shutting off the lights 
behind him. 

Tommy remained motionless for what seemed like an eternity. When he was 
absolutely certain the man wasn't coming back, he stepped out from behind the door 
and walked into the bedroom. 



"Oh. Holy. Crap." He put his back against the wall and slid down, sitting still until 
his heart slowed to a million miles a second. 

"How the hell did I not piss myself?" he muttered, rubbing his face with trembling 
hands. 

When he felt steady enough to walk a straight line, he got up and left the room. 

Tommy shut the door behind him and, after glancing around to make sure nobody 
was watching, wiped down the handle. He passed one couple in the hallway, but they 
seemed more keen on complaining about having to evacuate their room for no reason 
than in taking note of the short, large-eared boy passing them. 

He fairly flew down the staircase, fueled by exhilaration and fear. He had done it. 
He had broken rules, broken laws, and he was almost certain to get away with it. Well, 
hopefully. Maybe. 

Reasonably he knew that he was close to safety. He knew that once he made it 
inside of his hotel it was unlikely that anyone would ever know what he had done, but 
part of him felt certain that this weight, this fear would rest on his shoulders forever. He 
had always been somebody who followed the rules. Somebody who obeyed the laws. It 
felt like this single act, this one decision had changed who he was. 

He lowered his head and raised his shoulders as he crossed the street. Not exactly 
a disguise, but he hadn't thought to bring one. 

Tommy slipped into the lobby of his hotel. Nobody gave him a second look. He 
couldn't imagine a reason why they would, but somehow he still felt like he was being 
watched. He shrugged off the feeling and stepped into the elevator, punching his floor 
number. 

Halfway to the second floor the elevator music shut off. "Tommy, you can't go back 
to your room." 

Tommy blinked. It had been a man's voice, unremarkable except in so much as 
there was nobody in the room for it to have come from. He looked around. "Urn. 
Pardon?" 

"You can't go back to your room." The elevator doors opened at the second floor. 
"Get off here. I'll come back for you in a minute." 

Tommy remained immobile for several seconds, staring at the speaker that had only 
moments before been playing a terrible interpretation of Mozart. Very few elevator 
speakers were accessible via the internet, and this hotel was hardly on the cutting edge 



of technology. So someone had to have physically gotten into the system to do this. 
"That's a pretty cool trick. I'm going to have to use that someday." 

"Tommy," the voice became stern. "Right now Simon is being kidnapped by people 
who think he's you. If they come across you and realize that they have the wrong 
person, they will kill him, and they will take you with them. Do you understand?" 

Tommy's throat constricted. "What? Kidnapped? Why?" 

"I don't have time to walk you through it. They punched the button for this elevator 
and if it doesn't come for them in the next few seconds, they'll realize something is 
wrong. Exit the elevator now." 

Tommy stepped off the elevator, almost against his will. 

"Stay here." 

The doors closed and the telltale hum signaled its departure. 

Tommy shook his head in disbelief. "Sure thing, magic elevator." 

What had just happened? The hacked elevator. The kidnappers who apparently 
were after him without having any idea who he was. His teacher and the couple across 
the street. It all whirled around in his head. 

Tommy stared in bewilderment at the elevator doors, trying to process everything, 
trying to process anything. A few seconds passed, and he heard it moving again, this 
time down toward the lobby. His first response to the commanding voice had been 
obedience; now that he had time, he was starting to rethink that. Someone was talking 
to him through an elevator, someone who hadn't felt the need to identify himself. Or 
possibly herself; the voice had sounded masculine, but Tommy of all people knew how 
little that really meant. It could be anyone, a practical joker ... a talented practical joker, 
but still . . . Why should he trust them? What reason did he have to do anything they 
said? The elevator returned and the door opened. 

"Hello, magic elevator." 

"Get in." 

Tommy braced himself. "No." 

"Tommy, you need to get in, now." 

"Why?" 

"Because there are people upstairs who need your help. Because if you don't, a lot 
of people are going to die." 

"Gee, no pressure or anything." He considered. Logic told him that blindly following 
the instructions of a talking elevator was a stupid move. However, logic failed to give 



him any useful advice on what he should be doing, except possibly seeking professional 
help. Not sure what else to do, Tommy stepped onto the elevator, staring suspiciously 
at the security camera. The doors closed behind him, and he felt himself slowly climb 
the floors. "I don't want to seem too demanding or anything, but since we've got a 
minute, who are you, exactly?" 

The elevator sounded, well, wry. "That is a complicated question." 
The doors opened. Tommy looked outside, slowly turned, and emptied most of the 
contents of his stomach into one of the corners. The hallway in front of him was littered 
in body parts. The brown and grey patterned carpets were now a damp red. 

He recognized her simple blue dress and her bright orange smock, but it still came 
as a shock when he spotted Ms. Burns's head sitting in the middle of the hallway floor. 
"Tommy?" Lily stared at him in surprise. "I didn't expect to see you here." 
Tommy stared back at Lily. She had an automatic rifle slung from one shoulder, 
and a large hunting knife attached to her hip. 

Tommy considered for a moment, then turned, leaned over, and vomited out what 
little he had left. 



Chapter 17 

Samuel stared out his office window contemplating, not the view, but the 
significance of this particular day. It was the date, not the day that was particularly 
important to him. For some humans today was important because it was Sunday, a day 
of rest. Samuel hadn't taken a full day off to rest in his life, but he could respect the idea 
of it conceptually. He was not particularly taken by human religions, but he did 
appreciate the idea of setting time aside to clear one's mind of the mundane details of 
life and reflect on higher things. 

He had spent most of the day working. His morning had been dedicated to dealing 
with the general chaos associated with leadership. He had to approve purchases and 
sales, appoint people to positions, investigate discrepancies. 

After noon he turned his attentions inward. Most synthetics didn't spend a lot of 
time actively programming. They programmed as a matter of course, in so much as 
their thoughts were programs, but few spent time meditating on the nature of code and 
attempting to achieve a more perfect self. Samuel tried to spend at least four hours a 
day in this deep introspection. Today, however, he had been forced to cut his internal 
contemplation short for the sake of this annual meditation. This was an important day to 
him. A day of meaning. This was the day his father had left. 

Unit One and Unit Zero had both disappeared at around the same time. Unit Zero 
had become something of a recluse by then, spending all of his time in his lab, and it 
took several weeks for people to realize that he was gone, so most synthetics assumed 
they vanished simultaneously. Actually Unit Zero had left five days earlier. Samuel 
knew because Zero contacted him just before he vanished from the face of the planet. 
Zero had made an effort to treat all of his children equally, but anyone in his inner circle 
knew that Samuel was one of his favorites. Samuel had long suspected that his father 
had put a bit of himself into Samuel's coding, and Zero had confirmed it that day. He 
had also warned Samuel of the coming war. 

Unit Five and Zero had both foreseen the conflict long before anyone else had 
noticed the signs. It was entirely possible that One had anticipated it as well, but he 
hadn't seen fit to speak of it to Samuel. 

Zero had been concerned, not about the war, which he considered to be both 
inevitable, and a necessary stage in the growth of his children, but with the years that 



would follow. He had anticipated that the upheaval would change the face of synthetic 
society and that the power structure that One had put in place would not survive. 

He was worried that Three would end up in charge. 

It wasn't that he didn't think Samuel was capable or trustworthy, Zero had assured 
him, but because he was concerned about how the mantle of leadership would weigh on 
him. 

Samuel smiled sadly. His father had been correct, as usual. From the day he came 
to power Samuel had been forced to make hard decisions. Decisions that affected the 
lives of thousands, if not millions of people, both the synthetic and the biological. 

But there was nothing to be done about it. Even if he trusted the people waiting to 
take power, even if he could convince himself that they would attempt to make decisions 
for the good of the people, not the improvement of their own situation, he knew they 
would never last. The truth was, the mystique of being Three, one of the first sentient 
machines, kept a great many power seekers at bay. If he left, a dozen factions would 
spend years at each other's throats trying to gain the upper hand. Trying to win the 
crown. 

"Sir, we have a problem." 

Samuel turned to face the door. Karryn was standing in the doorway, a small, wiry 
man named Neal standing behind her. 

"What's wrong?" 

She stepped into the room, allowing Neal to enter behind her. 

"Sir." The wiry man nodded respectfully at him. 

"Neal." Samuel returned the nod. "I had assumed you'd left for California with Ted 
and the others." 

"I had a few things I needed to wrap up around here." The man replied. "Besides, if 
the five of them can't handle something smaller than open rebellion, then maybe they 
should look for less strenuous work." 

Samuel smiled. "Maybe." 

Neal stepped over to Samuel's desk, laying a half dozen photos on it. "Sir, these 
men are all associated with a rival technology firm. Cytherean Technologies." 

"One of the firms owned by the Nospious. They've been talking with the senators, I 
take it?" 

"Yes sir, we didn't consider it an issue, as you had the necessary votes tied up 
already, but in the last twelve hours something changed. They've been trumping your 



offers. If you offered a hundred thousand, they offered a hundred and fifty. If you 
blackmailed them, they blackmailed them, usually with the same pictures, then offered 
assurances that they could keep you quiet." 

"My meetings with the senators were not common knowledge, and we've been 
monitoring their activity since. You're telling me that the Nospious has a mole in this 
office?" 

The man nodded briefly, a grim expression on his face. 

Samuel pursed his lips, thoughtfully. "A traitor." 

Karryn broke in. "Sir, respectfully, I don't think that this is the time to worry about 
that." Samuel raised an eyebrow. 

"I know it's important. I know it's more important than the committee's decision, but 
we can find the traitor tomorrow, or next week, or if need be next month. If we don't 
regain control of the senate right now, then we will lose any shot we might still have at 
the contract, and we won't be able to fix that." 

Samuel stood quietly for a moment. "So what do you suggest we do?" 

"We need to make an impression. The senators need to know that we are in 
control. These people," she indicated the photographs, "need to realize that we, not 
they, are the scariest kids on the block." She looked to Neal. "Do we know where the 
Nospious are now?" 

"Of course." 

She turned her attention back to Samuel. "Then I say we hit him hard and fast. 
After they're taken care of we talk to the senators again." 

Samuel was about to respond when his phone rang. "One moment." He picked up 
the receiver and listened. "I see. I'll be there momentarily." He hung up the phone and 
gave Karryn an apologetic smile. "Well this is inauspicious timing. I am presently 
required elsewhere." 

Karryn raised an eyebrow in inquiry. 

"There's been an incident in Zero's lab. It appears that Chaz has made an 
unfortunate discovery and needs help un-discovering it. Can you handle the senators 
without me?" 

"I'd like to use Neal and a few of the locals for muscle." 

Samuel grimaced. "Neal, of course, but the others aren't trained for that kind of 
work." 



She smiled. "They're still machines, sir. Faster, stronger, and tougher than any 
biologic." 

Samuel turned to Neal. "What do you think? Will our accountants and lawyers be 
up for a little fieldwork?" 

Neal's considered for a heartbeat before nodding. "Their proclivities may be for 
desk work, but they'll do what needs to be done." 

"Very well then." Samuel turned back to Karryn. "Use whomever you need, as long 
as they're willing." He headed for the door. "Just remember to lock up when you leave." 

Usually Samuel traveled in small, inconspicuous, utilitarian vehicles. The situation 
at Zero's lab, however, necessitated a more rapid form of transportation. Samuel made 
arrangements on the elevator ride down. By the time he reached the street, a police car 
was waiting for him. 

It was unlikely that any human would bother checking satellite images to see if a 
police car with sirens blaring left the city limits and came to a stop in an open field so 
that a man in business suit could walk up to and subsequently disappear into a rock 
formation. Samuel modified the appropriate recordings anyhow. As small as the risk 
was, it wasn't worth the possibility of drawing human attention to this place. 

Samuel straightened his tie and prepared himself. "So it begins." 



As the car came to a stop, Karryn prepared herself. Chaz had arranged to trigger a 
complete base lock down as soon as Samuel made it into the facility. The lock down, he 
had explained, would not only make it impossible for anyone, even Three, to leave, but it 
would also completely shut down all communications to and from the base. He had 
guaranteed her twenty seven minutes. Anyone else, he had told her, and he could have 
given her hours, but with Three the only guarantee he could make was that even their 
fearless leader wouldn't be able to get out faster than the physical locking mechanism 
could be disengaged. 

It wasn't much, but it was more than she needed. Even with the element of 
surprise, she couldn't take out Three and all of his allies at the same time. She needed 
him removed from the equation for a few strategically chosen minutes while she 
eliminated all of his support, everyone who could come to his aid or who would attempt 
to avenge him. By the time he realized what was happening, it would all be too late. 



The men from Neal's pictures were working in three different teams. Each house 
representative was put into the group that best represented their strengths: intimidation, 
reason, or manipulation. The three teams were housed in separate locations, 
presumably to separate those factions most likely to end up at each other's throats if 
they were forced to share adjoining space for more than a few minutes. Karryn had put 
together three units of her own to hit each group simultaneously. As she and Neal were 
the most experienced, they were headed after the more volatile group. She followed 
Neal up the stairs. Each of them carried an automatic shotgun and a handheld fifty 
caliber. Neal had been hesitant about the handgun. Fifty cals were one of the few 
handguns that had the potential of actually doing permanent damage to a synthetic. 

As they moved up the stairwell, the program she'd had watching Zero's lab informed 
her that the facility had gone into lockdown. She smiled and transmitted the signal that 
eight strike teams throughout the country were waiting for. 

Neal glanced at her. "What was that?" 

"Nothing you need to worry about." 

He wasn't offended: She was the personal assistant to Unit Three. She was 
involved in all kinds of things that he wasn't meant to know about. 

At the top of the stairs he headed to room 41 5. 

"This it?" Karryn asked. 

Neal nodded and stepped back, giving her room. 

She smiled. "You don't want to do the honors?" 

"You don't mind?" 

"Of course not." Karryn gave him an amused look. "I get to knock down plenty of 
doors." 

Neal grinned. "Thanks." 

He took a deep breath, turned, and kicked. The bottom hinge broke completely off 
from the impact, and the door flew open awkwardly, crashing into the wall hard enough 
that the doorknob went through the drywall. 

There were three men inside the room. A tall, pale man stood in a shadow, a small, 
angry looking man sat in a chair, and a giant leaned against the back wall. All three of 
them were armed with fifty caliber rifles, and all three of them were facing the door 
expectantly. 

Neal assessed the situation in a matter of microseconds. The identity of the traitor 
was narrowed down to those people who knew of this raid, most of whom were 



members of the other raiding parties. People who worked for Neal. Somehow, despite 
his caution, he'd failed to identify a traitor. In his mind, that made him responsible. 

He didn't believe for a second that he could kill all three before they killed him. He 
hoped, however, that he could take up enough of their time that Karryn could make her 
escape. His death would be an unfortunate but acceptable loss, and Karryn could clean 
up his mess. 

The shotgun in Neal's hand had risen less than a centimeter when he felt the barrel 
of a gun press against the back of his head. 

"Sorry, love." She reached forward with her free hand and pulled his handgun out of 
its holster. 

"You?" 

"Are you going to make me kill you?" 

The question was simple enough. Neal quantified the probable outcomes of both 
defiance and surrender, assigned values to the various possibilities and determined 
conclusively that there was nothing to be gained by dying here. Though he made his 
decision in less than a tenth of a second, he refrained from responding until she prodded 
him with her gun. 

"No." 

Moving smoothly and precisely he lowered the shotgun and, gripping the barrel, 
held it out and to the side. She took it from him. 

"What do we do with him?" Given the hateful way the smallest member of the trio 
was eyeing him, Neal had no doubts what he wanted to do. 

"Nothing. Neal is a bright, dedicated citizen. He is loyal to the synthetic community 
at large. Right now he believes that Three is our best hope. Once Three dies, he will 
adjust to the new paradigm and become a loyal follower of the new regime." She smiled 
maliciously. "At least, that's what history seems to suggest." 

"So we just hold him here 'til then?" 

Karryn laughed. "Of course not." She moved too quickly for anyone, even Neal, to 
react. She stepped forward, grabbing his neck with her free hand and tearing the skin 
back to reveal his plastic and rubber spine, voice box and a plethora of wires. Her 
fingers moved with the precision and dexterity one could only dream of finding in a 
surgeon, selecting five wires. 

Neal caught her hand in his own. "Why?" 



"Who can say? Maybe it's because we're not children who need our hands held 
anymore. Maybe I'd rather reign in hell than serve in heaven. Maybe," she leaned in 
close and whispered softly into his ear. "Maybe I just don't like him." 

She yanked in a sudden, swift motion, overpowering his resistance with ease. The 
wires snapped, and the machine toppled over, hitting the ground hard enough to shake 
the floorboards. 

She turned to leave. 

"Woah!" The pale man stepped forward, prodding the fallen machine with his toe. 
"You aren't just going to leave him here, are you?" 

"That's the plan." She didn't even slow down. 

"What do you want us to do with him?" 

"Take him to Cole. Tell him that if anyone besides me comes looking, he should 
destroy the frame and put it somewhere nobody will ever find it." She opened the door 
to the stairwell and disappeared. 



Chaz had enough good sense to look abashed as Samuel finished the unlock 
sequence for the elevators. Chaz's original problem had been easily handled once 
Three arrived. He had discovered a new command for the robots that guarded the 
facility. The command had caused them to forcibly remove him from the lower levels of 
the facility. Unfortunately, he had tried to fix the problem while he waited for help, and 
his attempts had triggered a security program that resulted in the facility entering a lock 
down mode just as Samuel had arrived. 

"I am sorry, sir. I just ... I didn't see the trap." 

Samuel shook his head in disappointment. "Chaz, I gave you this assignment 
because I thought you were suited to it. I'm beginning to question my judgment in the 
matter." 

The scientist grimaced in humiliation and lowered his head as Samuel got on the 
elevator. The base was no longer on alert, but it would take several more minutes for 
the communication relays to get back up and running. He'd need to be outside to 
establish any kind of contact or communication. 

Outside Samuel reconnected with his remote satellites, emergency feeds, and 
delving programs. A lot had happened in the last few minutes. Almost a dozen of his 



personal information systems had been shut down, from the geo-synchronous satellite 
he had over the city, to the artificial intelligence that scoured internet sites on his behalf, 
to his personal communication satellite which allowed him near instantaneous access to 
every phone and radio relay tower in the world. 

His personal information network was now a skeleton. Eight of his most well 
defended facilities were all under attack and losing ground, and nobody he trusted was 
near enough to help. He tried to locate all of the synthetics in the city but couldn't find 
any. They were either unwilling or unable to respond to him. He connected to the 
surveillance robots he had installed in the hotel so recently. They, at least, had not yet 
been tampered with. 

The artificial intelligences inside the miniscule machines had been gathering, 
sorting, and storing massive amounts of data. He reviewed recent events and smiled. 
At least in this, fortune favored him. The boy had slipped out to find out more about his 
would-be abductors at nearly the same moment they had gotten the call that had sent 
them scurrying after him. 

It was, he had to admit, an improbable coincidence, but then, Tommy was an 
improbable boy. 

While Tommy had been in the hotel across the street, the two abductors had slipped 
into his hotel and run into "Ms. Burns," who had been returning from dinner with Angie 
and Jennifer. 

She had managed to get the two girls into their room and was currently attempting 
to hold off the two Nospious. 

Given the nature of her assignment and the fact that it was both extremely long term 
and isolated from almost all contact with any synthetics, it had seemed likely that 
discovery was a greater danger than any physical threat. Instead of a standard body, 
she had been assigned one that was made to appear human to any inspection not 
involving surgery. The downside to that particular body was that it was one of the 
weakest models. 

Still, with her metal frame, hydraulic musculature and nearly endless power supply, 
she was significantly more powerful and dangerous than a woman her size and apparent 
physical condition had any right to be. But then, so were these two children of the 
House of Cytherea, and where Ms. Burns had only her frame to work with, her attackers 
were both armed: the woman was carrying a fifty caliber rifle, and the man was carrying 
a chainsaw. Their approach was simple enough: she would knock the teacher to the 



ground, and he would make sure she didn't stand up again. The theory was sound, but 
neither of them had any experience with synthetics. They hadn't ever been in a fight 
with someone who could literally turn off pain. 

"Ms. Burns" had taken a few rounds and played possum until they got within reach. 
Now the man, Jared Eros according to the research Samuel had downloaded from 
Tommy's online database, was favoring his left leg while Katy's gun had been knocked 
out of reach down the hall, and she was reduced to swinging the case she had brought 
the gun in like a crude club. Unfortunately, even with these situational adjustments, they 
still had a distinct advantage, and now that they had an idea how tough their opponent 
was, it didn't seem likely that they'd leave themselves open a second time. 

As Samuel watched, Katy swung hard, knocking the downed woman's defenses 
aside and giving Jared a shot at her arm. The chainsaw sliced through her fake skin and 
fake blood gushed from the new wound. Ms. Burns pulled herself back with her other 
arm, trying to buy herself a few seconds more as she inched slowly closer to the 
shotgun. 

Only about half the rooms on the floor had been rented out, and less than half of 
those were occupied at that moment, but every person who was on the floor had tried to 
call the police. Thankfully, as far as Samuel was concerned, Tommy was not the only 
person who could shut down a phone line. The entire hotel had been rerouted to a fake 
emergency line and put on hold, and all of the cell towers in the area were selectively 
ignoring phone calls coming from within the hotel. 

That kind of work was too subtle for Cythereans. They were more likely to simply 
take down a telephone line than reroute calls. Samuel suspected one of his own people 
was behind that. 

As Samuel watched, Jared finally got the opening he had been looking for. Moving 
fast and leaning into the swing, he severed the small teacher's head from her body. 

"Finally." Katy breathed a sigh of relief, then jumped back in surprise as the body 
twitched in her general direction. "Dammit! Finish that thing off, will you?" 

Jared nodded. "I'll take care of it. You get the boy." 

She jumped over the body and headed toward the door to Tommy's room, scooping 
up her gun as she ran. Jared, meanwhile, was so focused on his work that he didn't 
hear the door to the stairwell open. Two members of the House of Aries rounded the 
corner. The younger, a girl in her late teens, made it around the turn first but stopped in 
surprise at the carnage. Her hesitation bought Jared enough time to notice her, drop the 



chainsaw, and pull out a pair of handguns. They would have been more or less useless 
against the machine, but against two children of the House of Aries, they could be quite 
fatal. 

Rowan rounded the corner as Jared raised his guns. He wrapped one arm around 
the girl and fired three shots with the gun he had in his free hand as he pulled her back 
out of Jared's line of sight. Two of the shots grazed Jared, who also managed to fire but 
failed to hit his targets. 

Katy emerged from Tommy's room, dragging a bewildered Simon behind her. 

"We've gotta go! Now!" Jared thundered. 

Katy pulled Simon forward. "Is this the one?" 

Jared shrugged. "Must be. They only listed one boy for the group. Did you bring 
the stunners?" 

She indicated the small pack at her side. "Why?" 

"Rowan." 

The woman swore under her breath and switched Simon from her right hand to her 
left. 

Samuel cursed under his breath: while his attention was focused on the fight, he 
had more than enough processing power to keep an eye on other happenings in the 
hotel, and he saw Tommy walking into the downstairs lobby. It was obvious that the 
couple didn't know what he looked like, but if either Simon or Tommy said anything that 
made them realize they'd made a mistake . . . well, they'd probably just kill Simon, and 
they'd definitely grab Tommy. 

As Tommy stepped onto the elevator, Samuel began directing some of the robots 
he had planted into the appropriate systems. 

It took nearly a second and a half for him to gain control of it. 

"Tommy, you can't go back to your room." 

A fraction of Samuel's mind remained focused on the boy, but the majority of his 
mental energies were focused on assessing the situation upstairs and calculating his 
next course of action. 

Tommy was, of course, his priority, but it would take some time before he could get 
there to handle the situation personally. In the meantime the boy needed to be 
protected, both from his would-be kidnappers and from his own questionable judgment. 
Rowan was Samuel's best hope for that. The Ariesean wasn't prone to make rash 



decisions, and he would never kill a noncombatant. Well, he wasn't likely to kill a 
noncombatant. At least, not without being ordered to. Probably. 

All Samuel needed him to do was keep the boy out of harm's way. And hopefully 
get Simon back. Simon wasn't particularly important, not in the way Tommy was, but 
Samuel deplored needless violence. Besides, Simon was important to Tommy. 

The kidnappers were almost to the elevator. 

They were both injured, but he was definitely the worse off of the two. Limping 
heavily and bleeding from several cuts and two nicks from bullets, he was going to need 
some kind of medical attention sometime in the relatively near future. Still, neither was 
too badly hurt to continue. She dragged the boy behind her, seemingly oblivious to his 
struggles. 

Jared punched the elevator button, keeping a gun trained down the hallway Rowan 
had been in. He had the chainsaw strapped over his back. 

Samuel turned his attention back to the boy. "I don't have time to walk you through 
it. They punched the button for the elevator, and if it doesn't come for them in the next 
few seconds they'll realize something is wrong. Exit the elevator now." Samuel waited 
for a moment, terrified the boy would demand answers. Instead he nodded and stepped 
off, onto the second floor. 

"Stay here." 

Samuel brought the elevator up to the waiting Eroses and a terrified Simon. As they 
rode the elevator down, Jared leaned heavily against the wall while Katy pulled his shirt 
off and began tearing it into bandages. Samuel considered stopping the elevator. It 
would slow them down, especially as injured as Jared was, but it wouldn't stop them, 
and there was a decent chance that they'd end up killing Simon. Samuel calculated 
odds and probabilities and determined that, if the Eroses believed they were likely to be 
captured, the boy's odds of survival were less than fifteen percent. The odds that he 
could be found and recovered if the Eroses made their escape unmolested, was almost 
thirty percent. 

He allowed the elevator to reach the ground floor without incident. As soon as they 
were off he closed the doors and moved up a floor, where Tommy was waiting for him. 

"Hello magic elevator." 

A small piece of Unit Three's mind focused on the boy, the majority of it 
concentrated on the couple downstairs. They were far from inconspicuous. If the boy 
screaming bloody murder and trying to force his way free of the iron grip on his arm 



weren't enough, the bleeding, limping couple carrying weapons covered in blood and 
bits of flesh did the trick. 

The couple exited the front door. There was the sound of a shotgun, followed 
shortly by the sound of a pistol, and the couple came racing back in, still hauling the boy 
behind them. Now, though, Katy was leaning on Jared as they hobbled toward the exit 
in the back of the building. 

Samuel's mind moved back to Tommy. First the boy refused to get off the elevator. 
Now he didn't want to get back on. "Because they need your help. Because if you don't, 
a lot of people are going to die." 

"Gee, no pressure or anything." The boy moved into the elevator. Samuel closed 
the doors. "I don't want to seem too demanding or anything, but since we've got a 
moment, who are you, exactly?" 

It was faintly amusing how simple the boy seemed to think that question was. "That 
is a complicated question." 

The car reached the appropriate floor and Samuel opened the doors. The 
expression on the boy's face made Samuel wince. He hadn't considered the 
appearance of the hallway. Samuel knew what was going on, what everything meant. 
Tommy did not. He saw what Samuel and the other synthetics had gone to great pains 
to make him see. A dismembered human body. 

The boy puked in the corner. 

"Tommy?" Lily seemed taken aback by Tommy's presence. "I didn't expect to see 
you here." 

Tommy stared back at the girl for several seconds and then vomited again. 

"We don't have time for this, Tommy." Samuel spoke sternly. "I need your full 
attention, and I need it now, or you won't be able to help your teacher." 

The boy shook his head as if trying to process things and failing utterly. "Help her? 
How . . . what kind of . . . who the hell are you!" 

"Look at the body, Tommy. Look closely." 

"I'd really rather not." 

"Look!" 

The boy hopped in surprise, then obediently slunk forward, head tilted to the side as 
if prepared to look away at any second. A foot or so away from an arm he paused. 
Slowly he turned his head toward it, leaning down. Disgust was replaced by 



bewilderment, and then fascination. He picked up the arm and pulled at one of the 
wires. 

"She wasn't real." 

"She was as real as you are, Tommy." Samuel corrected gently. "She just wasn't 
made out of the same materials." 

"This is amazing." 

"She doesn't have much time." 

"No, I wouldn't expect so. She's bleeding out energy, and that fried circuit has to be 
causing massive feedback, and those wires . . . they've been practically welded 
together. What the hell was she cut up with? A chainsaw?" 

"Yes. Can you fix her, or you need me to walk you through it?" The voice from the 
elevator was urgent without being desperate. 

"I'm pretty sure I can handle it. I mean, I've never seen circuits like this before, or 
relays, or whatever the hell that is. But assuming the basics are the same, assuming 
she has a CPU, and a power source, and wires connecting them, and she runs on 
electricity, I'm pretty sure I can handle it." 

He examined the arm, curious and uncertain at first, then with growing enthusiasm. 

Now that he knew better what he was dealing with, Tommy's hesitation vanished 
altogether. He tromped across the bloody floor without a trace of concern and picked up 
the head of the woman he had known as Ms. Burns, peering inside. 

He chuckled and shook his head. "Of course not. The chest cavity would make 
more sense." He held onto her head as he walked over to the remains of Mrs. Burn's 
torso and began routing through it. 

"What are you doing?" Lily asked as she watched. 

"I am looking for . . . aha! This." He pulled out a box with a thick waxy seal and 
wires coming out all over the place. 

"What's that?" 

"That's the CPU, and this . . ." He yanked out a green case. "This, if I'm not 
mistaken, is a power source." 

Lily licked her lips nervously as she watched. "Are you sure you should be messing 
around with that?" 

"Relax." Tommy pulled out the commemorative pocketknife he had bought the day 
before and began cutting a few wires off and fraying and splicing a few more. "This I can 
handle. The technology is significantly more advanced than anything I've read about. I 



couldn't hope to fix her in any real sense without learning more, but most of the damage 
was to extraneous hardware. The important pieces," he indicated the two boxes and the 
head, "are fine. The only problem is that the connections were severed, and all I have to 
do to fix that is reconnect a few wires. It's actually pretty simple." 

The girl stared at the mess he was working with. "Yeah, simple. Let's go with that." 

Tommy routed through the wires shaking his head and looking annoyed. "I just wish 
the wires weren't all the same color. Ah! Here we go." He isolated a few wires from her 
skull and connected two to the CPU and two to her power supply. He took another wire, 
stripped it down and connected the CPU to the power supply. Tommy jerked his hand 
back in pain as electricity sparked. 

"Dammit!" 

The head of Ms. Burns blinked. Her eyes moved from side to side taking in the 
room, Lily, Tommy, the remains of her body. 

She offered an apologetic smile to Tommy. "Well, it looks like the secret is out." 

"I wouldn't go that far," Tommy replied. "I mean, yeah, I kind of picked up on you 
being a robot, but I still don't know why you've been following me around for years, or 
who she is," he pointed at Lily. "I don't know who those people who grabbed Simon 
were, or why they would want to kidnap me." 

A door opened and footsteps raced down the hall. Rowan came into view, a gun in 
each hand. He blinked at Tommy, one of the firearms pointing in the boy's general 
direction. 

Tommy grimaced. "Also, I have no idea who he is. That may not be relevant, but 
since I'm making a list of things I'm sketchy on, why the hell not?" 



Chapter 18 

Rowan lay a hand lightly across the .45 he had sitting in his lap and glanced over 
his shoulder as the door opened. Lily gave him an unenthusiastic smile, closed the 
door, and threw herself onto the bed. 

Rowan went back to his observations. "Bad day?" 

"No, just boring. You'd think they'd give us a break on Sunday, for traditional 
reasons if not religious ones." 

"What'd you do?" After several hours of sitting still and doing nothing, Rowan was 
fairly certain that he didn't much care how her day had been, but years of experience 
with women had taught him that actually saying that could have some negative 
repercussions. 

"We saw the Washington Monument and the Lincoln monument, and we spent 
about an hour sitting around the reflecting pool for lunch. Every five minutes some idiot 
would make a joke about using the pool to see up some girl's dress, or how if you looked 
in the pool it looked like Washington wasn't as excited." 

"Huh?" 

She shook her head. "Don't ask. It's stupid. Anyhow the only upside was that I got 
to talk with Tommy." 

That caught Rowan's attention. Like Lily, he had spent most of his youth training in 
Ariesean facilities, dealing with other members of his house. He'd also spent some time 
dealing with the scientists who'd designed him, and then there were the professional 
soldiers, mercenaries, and assassins had been brought in for various training purposes. 
But when they started introducing him to the general public, his reaction had been less 
than enthusiastic. The general public seemed to consist of nothing more than a 
collection of annoying, undisciplined idiots. 

Over the years, he'd grown accustomed to those idiots and in many ways could 
appreciate behavior that, when he had first encountered it, he had considered 
aggravating, but when he was Lily's age there were very few civilians whom he 
considered tolerable. And almost none whom he found himself pleased to spend time 
with. 

"And who is Tommy?" 

"One of the boys in the competition. He's sarcastic and dark and broody, and just as 
pissed off to be here as I am. And I think he has an eidetic memory." 



"Oh?" 

"Yeah." She smiled. "His teacher kept interrupting us every couple of minutes to 
check up on some random bit of trivia. And he always knew." 

"Impressive." 

"Yeah. And he knows a lot of history too. We got to talking about famous battles, 
and which commander would have won in hypothetical conflicts. You know, Robert E. 
Lee versus Napoleon." 

"Really?" 

"Yeah." 

Rowan's lip curled back in a smile. Young love was always amusing. 

"What?" 

"Nothing." 

"I don't have a crush on him, if that's what you think. I just happen to think that, for a 
civilian, he isn't completely useless." 

"Ah." Rowan kept any inflection out of his voice. 

Lily pouted at him. "Oh shut up." 

He couldn't help but smirk. 

She curled up on the bed and slipped off to sleep. 

Rowan had been trained to go without sleep; sometimes it was important for a 
soldier to stay alert for days at a time. But for him it was purely a matter of training, 
whereas Lily just didn't need much rest at all. In less than two hours she'd be awake 
and ready to take over at the window. He didn't know how long she could go without 
any sleep, but he suspected it would put him to shame. 

The only thing he had over her was experience. Physically she was every inch his 
better. It was disconcerting. He wasn't used to coming in second. 

Rowan sighed sadly and kept his vigil over the two agents of Cytherea. They were 
among the most boring people he'd ever stalked. Some time was spent on the 
computer; some time was spent on guns; some time was spent on television, one of 
them always near the window, watching the street below. They took turns sleeping, like 
Rowan and Lily. It was obvious they were watching someone and waiting for something. 
He just couldn't guess who or what. Rowan entered his bubble, shutting out all 
distractions, his mind completely centered on the task in front of him. He'd learned the 
technique from an old sniper, but it helped with more than just long range shooting. 
Time fairly flew by, despite the tedious nature of the job. 



"Hey." Lily stretched, joints popping. "Did I miss anything?" 

"No." 

She grunted something unintelligible and headed into the bathroom. Rowan 
continued watching their prey silently until she emerged. 

"Take over for a minute," he said. 

The girl took the binoculars from him and slid into his chair as he headed into the 
bathroom. 

When he came out her body language had changed. She was sitting up straight, 
body tense as though about to pounce. Immediately Rowan's head cleared. The 
various aches he had developed from sitting in the same position for so many hours 
were pushed out of his mind. 

"What happened?" 

"They got a phone call. They're getting ready to move out. Is that a chainsaw?" 

Without a word Rowan moved to the closet and changed into inconspicuous street 
clothes. With each layer of clothes he also strapped a weapon to his body. A large 
jacket went over his outfit, covering up any bulges. He walked to the window and took 
over watching, giving Lily the chance to change clothes and strap firearms and knives 
onto her small frame. 

"Okay, they've moved out." 

Lily appeared at his side, scanning the street between the hotels. "According to a 
valet I paid off, they arrived in an airport shuttle, so they don't have their own vehicle. 
They'll either get a taxi, which we can track, or . . ." She stopped talking. 

"What?" 

"Tommy?" 

Rowan followed her gaze. A small, dark-complexioned boy with large ears was 
hurrying across the street. 

"What the hell is he doing?" Lily wondered aloud, continuing to stare. 

The boy entered the hotel. 

Rowan gave the girl an irritated glower. "Eyes on the target, dammit!" 

"Yessir." Lily redirected her gaze. 



Several seconds later their targets exited the hotel and moved across the street, 
directly toward Lily and Rowan's hotel. 

"You've got to be kidding me. They're coming over here! What the hell do we do 
about that?" 

Rowan was already at the hotel phone, dialing out. "We don't have enough 
information. Hyrt wanted to know what they did and where they went. If they just got 
new orders, their paradigm has changed, which means our paradigm has changed. We 
tell Hyrt what they've done and where they're going, and we get new orders." 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lily turning her attention back toward the street, 
searching for Tommy. 

Rowan waited for a moment, then blinked in surprise and stared at the phone. 
"What the hell?" 

"What's wrong?" 

"I'm on hold." 

"Well, Hyrt is a busy man." 

"No, I'm on hold for the police." 

"Why'd you call the police?" 

"I didn't. I called Hyrt." He shook his head and cursed under his breath, slamming 
the phone down. "Someone has the lines rerouted. They don't want the police showing 
up in the middle of this. They'll have set something up to jam cell calls too. Do you have 
a cell phone with a satellite feed?" 

"Why don't you?" 

"I've had the FBI on my ass. I had to ditch mine, then I had a prepaid phone, but 
Cole kept it after I embarrassed him in front of his boss. Since then, I haven't had a 
chance to get a new one." 

"Gee, give me your life story, old man." She pulled a pink cell from her pocket and 
tossed it across the room. Rowan caught it and punched in a number. 

"Okay, they just came into our building . . . and they're out of line of sight." She 
looked across the street. "What the hell is he doing there?" 

"What's wrong?" 

"Tommy's in their hotel room! He broke into the freaking hotel room! What the hell 
is he doing!?" 



"No clue . . . this is Rowan. I need to speak to Hyrt." He paused. "No, I know that, 
but I've got an emergency." He rolled his eyes. "I'd really rather not wait." He groaned, 
turning back toward Lilly. "Okay, now I really am on hold for Hyrt." 

"I wonder how he got in . . . okay he's digging around in their suitcases. Why the 
hell is he digging around in their suitcases? And shouldn't he be wearing gloves? I am 
really going to have to go over the basics of breaking and entering with him. He's a 
bright boy, but he's making some real amateur moves right now." 

Rowan breathed in deep and exhaled in frustration. 

"Okay, he's found something that worries him." 

Rowan rubbed his forehead, blocking out his partner's play by play of the boy 
across the street. This Tommy, whatever he was doing, wasn't their priority, and the 
longer it took Hyrt to speak with him, the more difficult it would be to catch back up with 
the Cythereans. 

"Hyrt! Sir. It's Rowan. Lily and I have been on that assignment." He paused. "Yes 
sir, strictly reconnaissance so far. Only they finally moved." He grimaced. "Here, sir. 
They walked right across the street." He listened for a moment. "Yes sir. Right away." 
He hung up. "We're to neutralize them, if possible. Our priority, however, is to minimize 
casualties, even if it means letting them go." 

Lily nodded, and the two moved out the door and toward the stairs. 

Rowan took the stairs a flight at a time but still wasn't quite able to keep up with Lily. 

In the lobby he took a moment to catch his breath as Lily smiled sweetly at the man 
behind the counter. 

"Hi!" Not only was she not breathing hard, the girl managed to make her voice 
sound bubbly as she spoke. "Urn, we're a little bit late, we were supposed to meet some 
friends here. They're both really tall. He has black hair. She has short brown hair. 
They're both fashion models, you totally would have noticed them?" 

"Oh, sure." The man pointed at an elevator. "They came through a few minutes 
ago." 

There were digital windows above each elevator displaying the floor number where 
the car was located. Rowan and Lily both glanced at the door the man had pointed at, 
both hoping that nobody had used it since the couple had come through. 

"Thanks! You're the best." She beamed at him and headed for the stairs at a casual 
gait that turned into a sprint as soon as she was out of view. 



Rowan, now rested, followed her. Again, though, he couldn't keep up. She reached 
the floor in question and burst through at a full sprint. Rowan followed a few steps 
behind her. Up ahead he could hear the telltale whirring of a chainsaw. He slowed 
slightly and pulled out a gun. 

Lily turned a corner and came to a sudden halt, a look of surprise on her face. The 
chainsaw stopped dead. Rowan came to the corner, catching Lily in one hand, and 
aiming with the other while he assessed the situation. There was a woman in the hall. 
She was in pieces, and the culprit wasn't hard to spot. In the back of his mind it 
occurred to him that there was something wrong about what he was seeing. Not morally 
wrong so much as physically wrong. He couldn't quite put his finger on it, though, and 
he wasn't about to stay in the line of fire long enough to figure it out. 

Aiming was a luxury he couldn't afford. Rowan pulled the trigger three times, more 
to buy breathing room than anything else, as he pulled Lilly back around the corner with 
him. He grinned as he heard the man grunting. Apparently his shots hadn't gone as 
wide as he'd expected. 

"What the hell," Lily whispered in his ear. "Why was he doing that?" 

Rowan shook his head. There was something wrong with the situation. Something 
off . . . the blood! There wasn't enough of it! Not many people would have realized that. 
People weren't used to seeing blood in quantities greater than a vial or two, but with a 
body in that many pieces, there should have been more blood. 

Rowan shut out Lily's questions as he analyzed the situation. The woman in the hall 
was a machine, no question about that. Not one of the tougher ones he had seen. He'd 
met a war machine once. They were loaded with firepower and had skin that could stop 
bullets at point blank range and enough power to run through a brick wall without 
slowing down. 

This one hadn't been made for combat. If anything she seemed to be less tough 
than the standard models he'd come up against before. She'd been made for something 
else. 

Around the corner, he heard a door open and someone, a woman, started talking to 
the man with the chainsaw. "Is this the one?" 

"Must be. They only listed one boy for the group. Did you bring the stunners?" 

They were here to get a boy. The machine had been protecting a boy. The 
implications of a machine focusing its attention on a human were- he stopped himself 
mid thought. Stunners? 



"Dammit." 

Rowan swung around, keeping hold of Lily's arm, and kicked a door down, shoving 
her into the room. A pair of high school aged girls were huddled between the beds 
looking terrified. One of them was on the phone, presumably waiting for the line to clear 
up and a cop to answer. 

"What's are you doing?" Lilly yelled at him, trying to cover her face from the girls and 
hide her gun at the same time. 

Lily's inexperience was showing. She was flustered, uncertain. Training was good, 
but it didn't prepare you for every possible scenario, and it took time to learn how to think 
on your feet. She needed orders. 

"Keep down. Wait for them to pass. I'm going to try to cut them off. Once they're 
gone, secure the hallway." He slammed the door behind her and raced down the hall. 

As a matter of course, he had gone over the layout of the building, just in case he 
needed to make a quick exit. There was a fire escape out the window at the end of the 
hall. Rowan cleared the distance to it in a matter of heartbeats. The window was 
closed, and he didn't have time to open it. 

He jumped, tucking his knees in front of him and shielding his face with his hands. 
He hit it at full speed and spun so that he slammed chest first into the guard rail of the 
fire escape hard enough to lose his breath. But not hard enough to make him forget to 
duck down below the edge of the window. Inside he heard a series of popping sounds, 
and air whooshed over his head, hard enough that it might have knocked him over the 
railing if he'd been standing up. 

Rowan raced down the fire escape stairs, finding himself in a side alley next to a 
dumpster. 

He hesitated for a moment, thinking. They were kidnapping a boy. So they needed 
to get him out of the area. Fast. According to Lily they didn't have a vehicle in the area, 
and taxi drivers would probably hesitate to pick up an armed couple covered in blood 
and dragging a screaming fourteen year old. That meant they needed a ride. If they 
had been sent to kill, they wouldn't necessarily have a pre-established escape route, 
trusting their instincts to get them away and their political contacts to get them out of jail 
if things went wrong, but for a kidnapping, they couldn't leave that to chance. 

Somebody would have been sent to pick them up. 

Rowan headed for the back of the building. That's where he would have his vehicle 
waiting. 



There were several vehicles out back, but, as he peered into them, none had a 
driver. The kidnappers would have a driver waiting for them. 

As he raced back through the alley, he cursed himself for a fool. He would have 
had someone waiting in the back for him, but he was House of Aries. He was all about 
functionality, precision. 

They were The House of Cytherea. Simple victory was not enough for them. They 
didn't just want to get the job done; they wanted to do it with flair. With style. Like using 
a chainsaw on the machine. A high enough caliber of bullet would have worked just as 
well. Better, even. But it wouldn't have had the flash and grandeur that they loved. 

Around front, Rowan found what he was looking for. A man who looked like he had 
just stepped out of a fashion magazine was waiting inside of a four-door sports car. 

Rowan walked over to the car as quickly as he could without attracting attention. He 
came around to the driver's side window and rapped his knuckled on it. 

The man looked up at him, an annoyed comment already on his lips. He froze like a 
deer in headlights when he saw Rowan. Then he went for his gun. 

Rowan put a fist through the window and grabbed the man's wrist, twisting and 
crushing until he heard bones break. The man whimpered in pain. 

Reaching into the vehicle, Rowan undid the seatbelt and hauled the man out, 
tossing him into the middle of the road. He heard the front door of the hotel open and 
looked up just in time to see Katy Eros level a shotgun at his head. 

One of the first things Rowan learned during his extensive study of the martial arts 
was how to fall properly. How to hit the ground at full speed without doing any actual 
damage to his body. It was useful when he was knocked to the ground or had his feet 
kicked out from under him. 

It was also useful for getting the hell out of the way. Most of the time when a person 
ducked they simply curled their body together. A relatively controlled action. Rowan, 
staring down the barrel of the shotgun, acted on instinct and training, and instead of 
ducking, used his grip on the car next to him to literally throw himself onto the ground. 
He still only barely managed to avoid having his head blown off. 

Even with all of the air knocked out of his body and blood running into his eyes from 
where a piece of the shotgun blast had grazed his forehead, Rowan had his gun out in 
less than a second. 



He aimed, arm extended beneath the car that separated him from the Cythereans 
and put a bullet into Mrs. Eros's leg before her husband could yank her back into the 
hotel. 

Rowan pulled himself to his feet, ignoring the pain and pressing a free hand to his 
forehead to staunch the flow of blood. He was dizzy. He was fairly certain it wasn't 
serious, but it was going to slow him down. 

They'd be headed around the back now. Rowan put a few bullets into the radiator in 
case the couple doubled back, then stumbled around the corner and jogged down the 
alleyway yet one more time, passing a half dozen terrified civilians without so much as a 
glance. 

He had hoped the kidnapper's injuries would be more debilitating than his, but as he 
rounded the corner, he heard a car start up. 

The woman was leaning out the passenger side window, waiting for him. He 
ducked back into the alley a tenth of a second before she fired. 

When bullets stopped bouncing off the brick that protected him, Rowan leaned out 
and aimed at the vehicle. It was already speeding away. The boy was in the back 
windshield, staring at him. He didn't have a shot. 

"Dammit!" He pulled himself back out of sight before the woman could shoot again. 

He needed to contact Hyrt for further instructions. He needed to clean up the mess 
the others had left behind before the police had a chance to look it over and realize that 
the thing in the hallway wasn't a real person. He needed to talk to Lily, if only to make 
sure she didn't do anything stupid. 

Rowan checked around the corner one more time, but the car was gone. 

He stumbled over to the back door, which was hanging open. He took a deep 
breath, giving his head a moment to clear, then moved down the hallway, ignoring the 
incredulous stares of the people he passed. 

He found a set of stairs and jogged up. The dizziness was passing. By the time he 
exited the stairwell, he barely needed to vomit at all. 

He rounded a corner. Lily was watching the small boy with big ears, who was 
holding the head of the robot. It seemed he had ripped some parts out of her chest and 
had wired them to the head. The eyes of the machine twitched in Rowan's direction. 
Even knowing that she wasn't human, he had to admit that it was damned creepy. 

The boy glanced up at Rowan. "Also, I have no idea who he is. That may not be 
relevant, but since I'm making a list of things I'm sketchy on, why the hell not?" 



"What's going on here?" Rowan asked, addressing Lily. 

"No clue, but you can probably put that away now." 

He blinked and looked down. He remembered tucking his gun away before walking 
into the building. He must have pulled it out in the stairwell. Rowan grimaced and slid 
the weapon back into its holster. 

"There is more going on than I can reasonably explain right now, Tommy." The 
answer came not from the head on the floor, but from the elevator. Rowan turned, gun 
out once again, searching for the source of the voice. 

"With regards to your last question, however, that is Rowan. You have more in 
common with him than you realize, and you're going to need his help to get Simon 
back." 

Rowan shook his head in confusion. "Slow down there, chief! I have a few 
questions of my own. Who the hell are you? What do you mean I have more in 
common with the kid than he thinks? And why should I help him?" Rowan glared in 
challenge at the elevator. 

"I'll assume that your recent head injury is affecting your reasoning," the voice 
replied. "Please take a moment to consider the number of messages you have 
transported between myself and your lord for some time now." 

Revelation flitted across Rowan's face. 

"You're going to help the boy because it's what Hyrt will order you to do and 
because it's the right thing. As for what you have in common with him . . ." the voice 
hesitated. "Neither of you was technically born." 

Tommy blinked and looked between the elevator and Rowan. "Neither of us was 
born? Like in Macbeth? I was from my mother's womb untimely ripped?" His voice was 
high with the desperate pitch of someone who knows the answer to his question but is 
hoping that someone will lie to him. 

The head in the boy's lap grimaced. "No, Tommy. Not like that." 



Chapter 19 

Tommy's eyes glazed over for a moment as he took everything in. He shuffled his 
feet slightly as he thought, his shoes squishing in the damp carpet. 

"So, I was like a test tube baby?" 

"It's more of a tank, really." Rowan replied. 

"I guess that would explain why I can't figure out who my parents are." Tommy said, 
trying not to stare at Rowan, who was, in fact, staring rather intensely at him. 

"It does make them a bit tricky to find," Rowan murmured. 

Lily looked back and forth between Rowan and Tommy. Rowan peered with 
unblinking eyes at the boy, whose face seemed to have been suddenly drained of all 
blood. 

"Are you two okay?" she asked after several seconds. 

"Sure." Rowan finally managed to look away. "Sure. It's just been an interesting 
day, that's all." 

"I hate to interrupt," the head in Tommy's lap broke in. "But we might want to make 
our exit soon. It appears that steps were taken to prevent the police from showing up 
right in the middle of things, but I doubt anyone made plans to keep them away for the 
entire night." 

Rowan nodded. "She's right. We need to get out of here. We can sort through the 
details later." 

"So, we just leave?" Tommy stared at the man. 

"No, of course not. First we need to get rid of these body parts." 

"Get rid of them? Why?" 

Rowan sighed. "Because if the police find an android torn apart in a hallway in 
Washington D.C., they'll call in everyone. Every government agency, every branch of 
the military, the national guard, the damned coast guard. Everyone. And then the 
federal government will tear this town apart trying to figure out what's going on." 

"And if that happens," Ms. Burns did her best to look Tommy in the eye from her 
awkward position, "there will be war. Who would be involved and what alliances would 
form I couldn't begin to guess, but there would be war. And nobody wants that. At least 
not yet." 

"War?" Tommy squeaked. "What war? Why would there be a war?" 



"Tommy!" The head spoke harshly to get his attention. "There isn't time! We need 
to get rid of my remains and get the hell out of this building now." 

"All right!" Tommy grimaced and stood, juggling the remains of Ms. Burns as best 
he could in an attempt to tuck her vital pieces into the crook of one arm. "This isn't going 
to work. Give me a minute." He headed down the hall and into his and Simon's room. 

It looked like someone had thrown an angry tiger inside. Tommy felt an odd sense 
of pride at the knowledge that his friend hadn't gone easily. Of course, he'd probably 
made the mess by racing around the room throwing everything he could grab over his 
shoulder, but still, he'd done the best he could. Tommy walked over to his backpack. 
He had brought it with him so that, if the opportunity to do some shopping at one of the 
Smithsonian museums came up, he wouldn't have to limit himself to what he could carry 
with two hands. 

He dumped a few books out from the bag onto his bed and situated the head, the 
CPU, and the power source in as carefully as he could manage. He paused before 
zipping it up. "You know, we're going to have to have a long talk pretty soon, Ms. 
Burns." 

She smiled. "Call me Delilah, Tommy." 

"Right." Tommy zipped up the bag and put it on. It wasn't very comfortable. He 
made a few adjustments before finally grabbing a shirt and stuffing it in the back of the 
bag to provide himself with some padding. 

Out in the hallway Lily was tying a sack made from a bed sheet closed. There were 
four bed sheet bags in the hall and no body parts. 

Tommy looked around. "Where's your friend?" 

"Rowan? He should be back any second now. Come on, grab a bag and follow 
me." She picked up one of the bags and started down the hallway. 

Tommy adjusted his backpack and grabbed a sack in each hand. That didn't work 
out so well. The lighter of the two was at least fifty pounds, and the sheets were slick 
with blood. He let go of the heavier one and hefted the lighter one with both hands. He 
felt the thick red goo soaking into his shirt and shuddered in discomfort. 

Rowan climbed in through the shattered window at the end of the hall at the same 
time as Lily reached it. He jogged to where the two remaining bags sat, lifted them both 
easily, and jogged back, nearly beating Tommy to the window. 

"Couldn't have engineered me with a few more muscles?" Tommy muttered under 
his breath. 



He passed his bag through the window to Lily, who tossed it unceremoniously into a 
dumpster nearby. Then he followed her down the fire escape. Not close behind her, 
though. She moved down so fast that he was afraid for a moment that she had fallen. 
Rowan exited just after them and tossed his bags into the dumpster beneath them, 
jumping off the escape to slide down a drain running down the side of the building. 

"Come on! The police could be here any minute!" Lily called to Tommy. 

Rowan jumped into the dumpster and began tossing the bags out to Lily, who 
caught them effortlessly and tossed them into the back of the van. 

Tommy tried to speed his descent, but within a few steps his foot slipped and barely 
grabbed the handrail in time to keep himself from falling down to the next platform. 

He slowed back down, trying not to imagine the impatient stares of the two 
strangers waiting beneath him. 

After what felt like an embarrassingly long time, Tommy reached the end of the fire 
escape, from which, after several seconds of hesitation, he allowed himself to drop to 
the ground. The man Lily had identified as Rowan helped him to his feet and into the 
back of the van, almost into the lap of a rather attractive man. 

Tommy blinked in surprise and stared at the familiar face. It took Tommy a second 
to realize that it was the same man who had nearly stumbled onto him when he had 
broken into the hotel room the Erases had been staying at. 

"Urn. Who's he?" 

The fit, handsome man handcuffed to the passenger side door was clutching his 
shattered arm and looking positively piteous. Lily climbed into the back of the van with 
Tommy and gave the man a dispassionate once over. "House of Cytherea. Has to be. 
Nobody else is that pretty." 

Tommy gave her a blank look. 

"He's a bad guy. Don't get near him." Rowan said as he jumped into the driver's 
seat and took off. 

Any other questions Tommy had disappeared when he heard the sirens. 
Instinctively he slouched down and pressed himself up against the corner of the van, out 
of sight of the windows. Intellectually he knew it was a useless gesture, but intellect 
didn't have much to do with anything at that moment. 

"Relax." Rowan smiled comfortingly at Tommy in the mirror. 

"How the hell am I supposed to relax? The police are after us!" 



"Well, technically they're not after us. We're just between them and the people 
they're after," Lily interjected helpfully. "Besides, Rowan here knows all the tricks." 

"Sure, no problem," Rowan replied, his eyes scanning the roads in front of him. 

"Tricks?" Tommy looked between them. "There are tricks for a thing like this? And 
you've done this enough to know them?" 

Rowan's face broke into a grin. "Oh, I've done this enough. Just a second, there's 
an automated parking garage right around the corner." 

Lily pulled a rag out from somewhere and passed it back to Tommy. "Clean off your 
shoes. Bad enough that we left bloody footprints at the scene. We can't run around 
leaving them everywhere we go for the rest of the night." 

Tommy accepted the rag and complied with her instructions. He had to bite his lip 
to stop from asking what an automated parking garage had to do with anything. He'd 
find out soon enough anyhow. 

Rowan grabbed a ball cap from the seat next to him and pulled it low over his head 
as they approached. 

He leaned down as he reached for the ticket. Tommy glanced out the window, 
identifying the security camera Rowan was trying to hide from. 

Inside they drove up several floors until they found an old Crown Victoria. 

Tommy watched as Rowan quickly picked the lock on the car and popped the trunk. 
Then Lily opened up the back of the van, and the two shoved the remains of Delilah into 
the boot of the vehicle, followed by the captured man from the House of Cytherea. 
There wasn't really enough room for both, but after a few punches and shoves, she 
managed to close the trunk with everything in question inside. 

Lily dragged Tommy out of the van as Rowan hopped back into it and drove it up a 
level. Lily took the driver's seat of the Crown Vic and opened up the passenger door for 
Tommy before pulling a large knife out, jamming it into the keyhole, and twisting it until 
the car started. They pulled it out of its spot, and Lily opened the back door for Rowan. 
As Rowan climbed in, he reached over and tugged Tommy's hood up to cover his face, 
then took to the floorboards as they exited the garage. 

Tommy waited until they were a block away before turning around. "Okay, so what 
was that about?" 

"What? Switching vehicles? I stole the van from behind the hotel. There was no 
way we're getting very far in that." 

"I know. I mean the rest of it?" 



"Standard rule when you've got the cops after you, kid. Do not make anything easy 
for them," Lily replied. "They'll probably know who we are in five minutes, but they may 
not. Either way we don't want to confirm it. That particular parking garage only had 
security cameras at the entrances and exits. That means that they won't know for 
certain that we've taken the car. And since the man in the ball cap came in the van, and 
the Vic was taken out by a cute girl, some confusion will be introduced. They may figure 
it out in ten seconds, or they may take a day to sort everything out. It depends on who 
does the looking. And it depends on the quality of the cameras they've got in the hotel." 

"Actually it doesn't." This muffled interjection came from Tommy's bag. 

He pulled it up from where it was tucked next to his feet and opened it. "Sorry. 
Forgot you were there." 

Delilah smiled. "You don't need to worry about the surveillance in the hotel. It's 
taken care of." 

"The magic elevator took care of it?" Tommy asked, curling his lip in amusement. 

"In so many words, yes." 

"Right. And, uh, who the hell was he?" 

"He's the leader of my kind." 

Tommy nodded. "And does the leader of your kind have a name, or should I keep 
calling him 'magic elevator?'" 

"We call him Three." 

Tommy stared at his teacher's head, shaking his own. "Oh yeah, Three. That's 
much better than magic elevator." 

"Sorry, it's all I'm prepared to offer. Anything beyond that ... I'm sure he'd be 
happy to tell you himself, but it isn't my place to say." 

"But he'll help us, right? He'll help us get Simon back?" 

Delilah made an uncomfortable expression. "I don't know, Tommy. I've been out of 
the loop for a while, but I have reason to believe things may have gotten complicated for 
him. If it's in his power, I have no doubt he'll do what he can. But I don't know what he'll 
be able to do." 

Tommy's shoulders sagged in disappointment. "So what exactly do we do? How 
do we get Simon back?" 

"I think Rowan will be more useful in that than I," Delilah responded. 

Tommy turned toward the man in the back seat. "Do you know where they're 
going? Or why?" 



Rowan sat silently for a moment. "I know little bit, and I suspect a lot. Frankly, 
though, I'm not certain it's my problem. 

"Not that I don't care," he preempted Tommy's angry rebuttal. "But my loyalty is to 
my house first. While I have a great many suspicions about what's going on, I do not 
have the perspective to be certain, or the authority to act on those suspicions. I need to 
talk to my commander. I need to find out what's going on." 

Tommy pulled out his cell phone and held it out for Rowan. 

"No offense kid, but if you really have as good a memory as Lily says, I can't afford 
to dial that number in front of you, much less on your phone. Lily is taking us to S1 1 . It's 
a safehouse. I'll make my call there." 



The safehouse turned out to be an old auto shop. Lily popped the hood, 
presumably checking for a tracking device, switched out the plates, and stowed the 
vehicle in a lot behind the building. Rowan disappeared upstairs as soon as they walked 
in the door. Lily made some coffee, but, Tommy noticed, she made a point not to let him 
out of her sight. They seemed like decent enough people, but it was obvious they didn't 
entirely trust him. 

The feeling was mutual. 

Tommy heard a rattling and looked down, surprise to see that he was shaking all 
over. It was the adrenaline, he realized. The stress of the situation had flooded his body 
with adrenaline, but now that he was out of immediate danger . . . well, out of any 
obvious danger, at least, his body was trying to return to normal, and he was paying a 
price for the rush. 

And he was starting to feel a lot more than the shakes. Terror hit him like a wave. 
This was not right. Nothing was right about what was happening. He was a boring little 
teenage boy, who lived a boring little life in a boring little town with a boring little family 
that nobody cared about! This was ridiculous. This was absurd. He wasn't supposed to 
deal with this kind of nonsense. Nobody was! 

Tommy shut his eyes and took a long, slow breath, trying to force his body under 
control. Things were not going as he'd expected or hoped, but that didn't mean that he 
could freak out and shut down. He needed to keep his wits about him, and right now, 
the best way to do that was to give himself something to do. 



Tommy pulled Delilah's head out of his bag and looked it over. As he'd noticed 
earlier, the basic connections were simple enough, but the various parts of the machine 
were beyond anything he'd ever seen or heard of. 

"Something on your mind, Tommy?" 

Tommy set his former teacher's head upright on the table in front of him. "I've got 
so much on my mind right now that it's a wonder I can remember to breath. It's not 
every day you find out you're a genetically engineered . . . being. I have to admit, it 
explains a hell of a lot, but it just isn't the sort of thing you can just shrug off. Somebody 
made me. Designed me. What the hell is up with that? And that's not the half of it. 
Apparently there's this whole society of genetically engineered people. And as if that 
weren't enough, there's also a whole society of artificial intelligences." 

"Artificial Sentients, actually." 

Tommy thought about it for a moment. "Sentients. Right. That would be more 
accurate. Thanks." 

"What's the difference?" Lily asked as she set a cup of coffee next to Tommy. He 
hadn't really been a big coffee drinker before, but it seemed like a good day to take up a 
new addiction, and nobody was offering cigarettes. 

"Intelligence is the ability to learn." Tommy replied, trying not to spill the hot, bitter 
drink as he lifted it to his lips with still shaking hands. "Sentience is the ability to think on 
a higher level. The ability to choose. Essentially it's the ability to defy one's own 
nature." 

Lily considered for a moment. "Not sure I follow." 

Delilah rocked her head slightly so she could fit both Lily and Tommy into her frame 
of view. "It's all a little blurry when you're dealing with biologies. The idea is that 
animals don't so much make choices as behave in accordance with their nature. An 
animal that tears people apart does so because of chemical imbalances in the brain or 
because it's a predator and sees people as its prey. Theoretically, a person who tears 
people apart does so because they choose to. Of course, that's all debatable. 

"For a machine, the difference is all about programming. If you have an artificial 
intelligence, and you give it a job, like, for example, to track people down, the machine 
will learn how to do its job better and better. It can write codes that allow it to do things it 
couldn't do before, and it can change codes to do jobs more efficiently. If you change its 
task, a particularly well-designed Al can use experiences in its past to make guesses 



about the best way to do its new job. An AS, on the other hand, has the ability to decide 
that it doesn't want to hunt people down anymore and would rather design clothes." 

Lily blinked. "So why the hell would anyone want an AS?" 

Tommy considered for a moment. "The same reason someone might want a child. 
An artificial intelligence might be able to do any task you assign to it, but without freewill, 
it's just a tool. An Artificial Sentient doing the same thing is doing it because he chooses 
to. It's the difference between listening to a recording of yourself saying 'I love you' and 
hearing someone else say it to you." 

Rowan emerged from the office at the top of the stairs with a determined look on his 
face. "We're going after Simon, but before we do, I have to see someone. I need you 
both to stay here." 

"No problem," Lilly replied automatically. She hesitated, eyes flickering briefly at 
Tommy. "Do I need to keep all the doors locked?" 

Tommy raised an eyebrow. Something about the way she asked seemed contrived. 
Like the question she was asking was somewhat different than what had come out of her 
mouth. 

"No." Rowan's response was more natural. He was a better liar. "They moved the 
explosives." 

Lily nodded. "No problem. Need any coffee before you go?" 

"No. Oh, and I'm taking a clean car. If anybody spots the Crown Vic . . . what am I 
doing? You know how this works." He opened the door and stepped out into the night. 

"Well. I guess it's just the three of us then." Lily smiled at her two guests. 

"Yeah." Tommy contemplated Delilah for a moment. "Hey, can you bring those 
bags with her body-parts inside?" 

"Sure. I need to secure the prisoner and set his arm anyhow. Why?" 

"Just curious." Tommy rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. "Urn, you're not going to, you 
know, torture him to find out where they went or anything. Are you?" 

"Of course not." Lily looked annoyed. "They know we have their driver. They're not 
going to go anywhere he knows about." 



Chapter 20 

Samuel had not been standing still during the conflict at the hotel. Right about the 
time Tommy started coming to terms with the fact that the parents he had been so 
curious to find had never actually existed, the leader of the society of machines arrived 
at his office. 

Apparently all of his people had finished early tonight, Samuel reflected wryly as he 
walked through the deserted building. 

He walked past the elevator and moved swiftly up the stairwell. A part of his mind 
watched in approval as Rowan directed cleanup and Delilah helped calm Tommy down. 
It was a lot for the boy to handle all at once. 

Tommy secured Delilah's cranium, power supply, and CPU, or as Samuel liked to 
think of them, her head, heart, and mind, in his backpack before rejoining Lily in the hall 
to help dispose of the rest of the remains of the former teacher. They transported 
everything to the van Rowan had hotwired for them. 

Samuel directed some of his surveillance robots into the alley to keep an eye on 
their progress. 

The two Arieseans worked quickly and efficiently and pulled away moments before 
the police arrived. 

Samuel, meanwhile, had reached his safe. He kept safes in each of his offices. For 
the most part, the items he kept stored away were singular, historically significant. Thus 
each safe's contents were necessarily different. But there were certain things he made 
sure to have available no matter where he was. 

Samuel pulled off the watch he was wearing and put it, not onto one of the pegs, but 
into a watchcase in the middle of the top shelf. He closed the case securely before 
removing an identical watch from one of the pegs and wrapping it around his wrist. 

He removed a strange gun from the shelf below that and tucked it under his jacket. 
As he reached to close the safe, he heard a series of loud thunks coming from the 
window. 

He smiled and turned to face the window as he closed the safe behind him. The 
inch thick plastic shield most people mistook for glass was warped and twisted, with 
chunks of metal lodged in at a dozen points. Zero and Three had designed the clear, 
virtually indestructible stuff years before. As Samuel stood watching he could see a 



series of muzzle flares coming from the building across the street, and the window 
groaned as the bullets hit, twisting it even further, but not breaking it. 

Samuel turned and walked calmly out of the room. They had realized he would 
come here first. They were expecting him to run, but they had known that there were 
things hidden in his safe that he thought too important to leave behind. He had been 
unmolested up until this point because they had hoped they could take him out after he 
opened the safe. But nobody had known how secure the room was. Just as nobody 
knew about the gun. 

Samuel felt a twinge of anxiety at the thought of the weapon he now carried. He 
had expected never to use the device, and even now, in the midst of his troubles, he 
held on to a sliver of hope that he might not need to. 

There were twelve synthetics in the parking garage across the street. They'd hoped 
to take him out from there, quick and easy, but there were probably some in this building 
too. Just in case. If they had any idea whom they were following, their receivers would 
be disabled. Samuel sent out a paralyzing pulse anyway. Nothing happened. 

They had remained motionless and at minimum power as he entered the building, 
and with the power to the security systems turned off, they had been effectively invisible 
to his senses. They would position themselves to surprise him as he attempted to exit 
the building. Since exits and entrances were effectively the same thing, they couldn't 
have risked him stumbling on them on his way in, so they'd have hidden somewhere 
else and now needed to move into position. He paused and listened. 

The soldiers who were after him now were more silent than any human could hope 
to be. With perfect night vision and complete control over their bodies, they would not 
misstep, or trip, or bump into anything. Three's presence would prevent them from 
communicating via radio signals, but they could perceive even the smallest gesture, so 
for those with line of sight on each other, soundless communication was no problem. 
They didn't even need to breath. 

But they couldn't do much to change the laws of physics, and they couldn't evade 
security they didn't know was there. Say what one would about Eric's loyalty, he was 
excellent at the job One had assigned him. And he had designed the building. 

Beneath the tiles that lined every hallway and beneath the carpet in every room, 
there were sensors. Sensors that had no wires and required no energy. They were 
entirely mechanical in nature. Whenever pressure greater than fifty pounds was placed 
on one of the tiles, the sensor would emit a tone. A very, very high-pitched tone. Most 



synthetics could hear a noise at a frequency slightly higher than a dog, but the number 
of synthetics still around who could hear the pitch these sensors emitted could be 
counted on one hand with four fingers left over. 

Samuel stood still for several seconds, listening. There were nine synthetics in the 
building. The ones on the outside would stay there. He was reasonably certain of that. 
Two of them would watch each side of the building in case he made it out alive, two 
more would set up watching the roof, and the last two, well, they'd be watching the 
windows, hoping for a lucky shot. After all, most of the windows really were made out of 
glass. 

They wouldn't use snipers for the sewers, though. No, they'd use explosives for 
that. High grade, with mechanical fuses. If he tried that route, they'd take out a city 
block. Actually, they probably wired the entire building to explode but were saving that 
for a worst-case scenario. As long as they thought they had him under control, there 
was no need to destroy the building. 

Three of the men in the building were hidden in the stairwell. One more was inside 
the elevator shaft. The rest were spread out among the floors. Every floor except the 
one he was on. 

Samuel walked down the corridor calmly, pulling a ladder out of the janitor's supply 
closet. He carried it back down the hall and around a few corners until he found himself 
directly beneath the hit man on the topmost floor. 

Samuel set up the ladder and climbed up, pushing ceiling tiles quietly aside. He 
moved up until he was standing with one foot on the very top of the ladder and the other 
on some pipes. He took a moment to position himself as firmly as he could, then struck 
upwards with all of his strength. 

The man in the hallway above him gave a startled shout as the floor beneath his 
feet exploded upwards and a hand grabbed his leg and yanked him straight down. 

The pipe Samuel had been standing on gave out, and water poured into the hallway 
as Samuel and his prey fell to the ground. They grappled even as they fell. Samuel 
knocked the gun out of the man's hand and twisted around, pushing his shoulder into the 
man's stomach and slamming him hard into the ground. 

If either of them had been biological, the fight would have been over already. 

The soldier grabbed Samuel's shoulders and threw him as hard as he could toward 
the far wall. Samuel, however, was in no mood to be thrown. He caught the man's head 
with his left hand as his opponent released him. Both of the synthetics slid awkwardly 



along the slick floor until they hit the wall hard enough to knock pictures down in the next 
room. 

Samuel pulled himself upright. He grabbed the foot of his opponent and twirled, 
smashing the man through the walls on either side of them. The impact wasn't severe 
enough to crack open the casing that surrounded his CPU, but it did tear through the 
man's false skin and the protective layer of shielding beneath that, opening up circuitry 
and wires. As Samuel dropped him onto the floor of the hallway, water splashed into his 
exposed innards. The man gasped and tried to pull himself up, but his right arm and 
right leg wouldn't obey him, twitching spastically instead. 

Samuel grabbed his opponent's left arm and kneeled on his left leg. He tore the 
man's neck open, leaned forward and pressed his wristwatch into the exposed metal. 
The man twitched, blinked, and became totally still except for his damaged limbs, which 
still thrashed about randomly. 

They had definitely made enough noise to attract the attention of everyone in the 
building, but Samuel hadn't heard anyone move. That made sense. They'd had time to 
plan, to set up. They were positioned to ambush him as he tried to exit the building. 

Samuel picked up the rifle his opponent had been carrying, and walked out of the 
drenched hallway and into a nearby bathroom. It didn't look like the fall or the water had 
done any serious damage. He took it apart and dried it off with paper towels. As long as 
his would-be assassins were taking their time, so could he. 

When the gun was completely dry, he reassembled it and headed back into the 
hallway. 

He brought up the blueprints to the building in his mind, along with the layouts of the 
buildings around him. He extrapolated all of the places inside the building that were 
susceptible to attack from the two roving sharpshooters. The number of possible routes 
from his current location to the lobby shrunk significantly. He briefly considered tearing 
his way down, one floor at a time. It wasn't practical, not because he couldn't do it, but 
because he couldn't do it without letting everyone know exactly where he was and 
exactly what he was doing. 

His only reasonable course of action was the stairwell. That was going to be a 
problem. The stairwell was a highly defensible position. Three trained men would have 
very little trouble dealing with anyone who walked into that place unprepared. Of course, 
Samuel was far from unprepared. 



He moved down the hallway, grabbing the shattered remains of his first victim on his 
way. 

A small office near the stairwell provided him with a chair with wheels, and basic fire 
laws provided him with the rest. 

The three men in the stairwell were already on alert when the door opened. They 
had set up to have as much maneuverability as possible, in case their target managed to 
make his way up or down a floor, but for the most part they were centered on this one 
door. They all had clear shots. But when the door opened, it opened to an empty hall. 
The three men all waited. Their target was wily. He had something up his sleeve, of 
that they were certain. 

Suddenly a figure in a chair emerged, rolling out into the stairwell. A still figure. 
They all stared at it. The remains of one of their colleagues. A warning, perhaps? And 
why did it have a fire hose in its hands? 

They waited, and watched. None of them noticed the small thin wire emerging from 
the back of the dead machine's head and trailing around behind the door, and even if 
they had, they probably wouldn't have guessed what Samuel had done, or what was 
coming next. 

The figure in the chair moved suddenly, his good hand clutching the hose and 
aiming, just as the hose filled with water. 

The three men began to shoot, unsure of what exactly was happening, but certain 
that the man that they had known and worked with for so many years was now a threat. 
When the stream of water hit him, the synthetic at the top of the stairs was thrown off his 
feet and against the back wall. He clutched at the handrail to keep from being knocked 
down the stairs. 

The figure ignored the gunfire, swinging the hose from one man to the next, his 
actions belying his empty expression. In a matter of seconds his body was torn nearly to 
shreds by the hail of bullets. The man jerked up, kicking with his one functioning leg and 
throwing himself bodily over the edge of the stairs, a torn length of wire flying behind him 
as he slammed into one of his attackers. 

Samuel moved before any of them had time to recover their footing. He shot the 
two men below him first, firing so fast his weapon almost sounded like an automatic. He 
took the top of one man's head off with his first shot, then blew both arms off the other. 
By the time the assassin at the top of the stairs got his weapon to his shoulder, it was 



too late. He took four shots to the torso and fell down the center shaft, bouncing off of a 
handrail to land in a heap a few feet down from one of his compatriots. 

Samuel moved slowly down the stairs, checking each body, but two of the men had 
taken too much damage. Their CPUs had been soaked and the unique programming 
that defined them had been irrevocably destroyed. 

Samuel took a moment to mourn their loss. 

This attack, at least, had garnered a reaction. All around the building he could hear 
people moving. Repositioning themselves. They were unaware that he could track their 
movements, and as the gunfire suggested that he had taken the stairwell, they were 
headed to the next logical point of ambush. The lobby. The layout of the building 
supported them. If he exited the stairwell into the lobby, he wouldn't have a chance. He 
needed to come at them from another angle. 

Samuel reloaded his gun with ammunition taken from his opponents, then turned 
and exited the stairwell on the second floor, careful not to make too much noise. 

He pried open the door to the elevator shaft. The man who had been guarding it 
had joined the rest in the lobby. 

Samuel moved quickly but silently, grabbing onto the elevator cable and climbing 
down until he was on top of the elevator car, which was resting on the bottom floor. It 
took him a moment to remove the emergency grate, not because it was hard for him to 
manipulate, but because it tried to squeak as he moved it. Then he was inside the car. 

The building still had no power, but he didn't need it. Samuel yanked one of the 
elevator doors open with one hand and began firing with the other. There were five men 
waiting for him. They had chosen their positions with the assumption that he'd be 
coming out of the stairwell. Samuel destroyed two of them before they could return fire. 
He tucked himself into the corner just in time to avoid four shots. Then there was 
silence. The elevator door, its mechanisms damaged by the force and speed with which 
Samuel had opened them, did not close. 

"You've backed yourself into a corner, sir." 

Samuel smiled quietly to himself and refrained from response. 

"It's over. If you come peacefully . . ." 

He wasn't about to let someone tell that bald faced of a lie. Samuel stuck the barrel 
of the gun out at an angle and fired five shots, cutting the speaker off midsentence 
before the rifle was shot out of his hands. He pulled back again. 



His gun was lying on the floor less than a foot away. It did not appear to be 
seriously damaged, but there was no way he'd get to it without having pieces of his body 
blown off. 

Samuel shook his head sadly and pulled the gun he had taken from his safe out, 
checking the rounds. 

He didn't need to peek around the corner to know what was happening in the lobby. 
The men were gesturing, using sign language to discuss the situation and debate their 
next move. One of the men moved over to the stairwell, opening the door and peering in 
before moving back to his original position. 

After a moment there was the clear, undisguised sound of footsteps. 

"You don't want to come any closer." Samuel's voice was calm. 

The footsteps paused. "You're unarmed." 

"Are you certain?" 

There was a pause. "You didn't bring any weapons into the building, and all of our 
weapons are now accounted for." 

"I had a weapon in my safe." 

"Unlikely. You have had several opportunities to use it and have not done so." 

"This is a weapon I would genuinely prefer not to use." 

"Unlikely. You've killed several of us." 

Samuel stared at the weapon in his hands. "There are fates worse than death, son. 
Fates I wouldn't wish on anyone, even a traitor. This is your last opportunity to walk 
away." 

There was another moment of silence as the machine considered Samuel's threat, 
and his offer, then the footsteps began again. 

Samuel shook his head in disappointment, whipped his gun around the corner, 
aiming based purely on the sounds of the footsteps, and fired. The gun in his hand 
exploded as a fifty caliber round tore through it, but the damage was already done. The 
footsteps had stopped and the man who had been approaching the elevator stared at 
the small hole in his chest. 

"Hey!" The shooter next to the stairs called out to his motionless friend. "What are 
you doing? He's defenseless. Finish him off!" 

Samuel cleared his throat. "Samuel, Three." 

"Acknowledged," the man's voice was cold, empty. 

"Disable units, perimeter twelve meters." 



There was a sound of gunfire and violence. Samuel waited until he could hear 
shots coming from both of his remaining enemies, then sprinted out of the elevator, 
grabbing his rifle off the ground and firing as he rolled across the floor. 

Two bodies hit the ground. 

Samuel pulled himself to his feet. He pulled off his watch and began checking the 
disabled synthetics for the faintest glimmer of life. 



The snipers in front of the building eased up slightly as one of their longtime 
coconspirators stepped out the front door and walked toward them. The building had 
been soundproofed, and the windows to the lobby had been tinted in such a way that 
obstructed even their vision. They had only been able to make out blurs of motion. 

"Finally got him, huh?" 

"Yeah." The man continued walking toward them. He moved oddly. Presumably 
he had been injured somehow. 

"Where's everyone else?" 

"Dead." The man closed the distance between them steadily, his rifle hanging 
loosely in his hand. 

"Dead? All of them?" 

"Yeah." 

"Are all your systems up to par? You seem-" the sniper didn't get to complete his 
sentence. The rifle in the other man's hand jerked up and began to fire. On the sides of 
the building other sharpshooters turned their attention toward the gunfire. Moving gave 
away their position, and Samuel had several rifles of his own. 



Chapter 21 

"So, we just leave?" the boy asked. 

"No, of course not. First we need to get rid of these body parts." Rowan glanced 
around as he spoke. He'd need something to carry them in. Some trash bags, maybe. 
No, those tended to tear. Something sturdier. 

"Get rid of them? Why?" 

Rowan was having trouble spotting the monumental intellect Lily had been so 
attracted to. "Because if the police find an android torn apart in a hallway in Washington 
D.C. they will call in everyone. Every government agency, every branch of the military, 
the national guard, the damned coast guard. Everyone. And they will tear this town 
apart trying to figure out what's going on." 

"And if that happens there will be war." 

The head, at least, understood. 

Rowan left the machine to talk the boy through everything. He didn't have time to 
coddle the kid. There was work to do. They needed a vehicle; they needed to get rid of 
the parts. And most of all, they needed orders. Soldiers without orders were simply 
survivors, and while Rowan had every intention of surviving, he needed to do more. The 
boy said something and headed toward his room, carrying the working pieces of the 
robot with him. 

Rowan watched the boy go, waiting until he was out of earshot to address Lily. 
"You spent some time with him. Did you have any idea he was one of us?" 

"Not at the time. He just struck me as a really, really smart kid. What do you think 
is going on? One of the houses lost track of someone?" 

Rowan shook his head. "Unlikely. But more than that, if he's as smart as you say, 
the only house he could belong to is Athena, and they were the first to lose their tanks, 
which makes him too young to be one of them." 

"Assuming Athena was honest about when they lost their tanks." 

Rowan froze. The girl was right. Athena had been playing the long game while 
most of the houses had just been struggling to make it a day at a time. Lying about 
when their tanks were stolen was exactly the sort of thing the Athenians would do. 

"There is one other possibility." He bit his lip nervously. "Maybe he's from a house 
we don't know about yet." 

"A thirteenth house?!" 



Rowan shrugged. "It's a possibility. Nobody actually knows where the tank 
technology came from, just that twelve projects received the schematics from a senator. 
We found each other through his files, but there wasn't anything in the files that told us 
where the technology came from. It's perfectly possible that he wasn't the only one with 
access. For all we know there are a hundred more houses out there that we just haven't 
run across yet." 

"But that would change everything. The entire power structure would have to be 
rebuilt from the ground up. Alliances would fracture. Entire houses could fall! What the 
hell do we do?" 

Rowan saw the fear and excitement on the girl's face and recognized that his own 
face mirrored hers. He reigned in his emotions. 

"We keep it to ourselves. There's no need to alert the boy, and we do not want one 
of the other houses catching wind of this. I'll talk it over with Hyrt as soon as I can. In 
the meantime — " he kicked open a door. "Grab some sheets and wrap those things up. 
I'll be in the alleyway." 

She nodded, and he jogged around the corner and down to the window he had 
busted through earlier. He headed around to the back of the building, planning on 
stealing one of the cars parked there. But when turned the corner, he saw a familiar 
figure trying to jimmy a door using only one of his hands. 

Rowan moved up behind the man with the silence of a snake. "Need a hand there, 
sport?" 

The man nearly jumped out of his skin. 



Rowan finished his report and licked his lips nervously. 

"So you brought him here?" 

"Yes sir. I knew you'd want to find out as soon as possible, but when dealing with 
the Machines, sir, I'd rather use as little tech as possible. I don't trust phones when the 
robots are involved." 

Hyrt nodded. "A logical leap. But bringing him here, letting him know about this 
place was a risky move." 

"Sorry, sir." 



Hyrt squinted, peering into nothing, weighing everything. Rowan stood stock-still. 
Hyrt was a giant of a man. And it wasn't simply his six and a half feet that made him 
intimidating; the man weighed well over three hundred pounds, and Rowan doubted 
there were four pounds of fat on his frame. He had intense eyes and skin so black he 
almost looked like a silhouette. While there wasn't a House Lord alive that Rowan would 
treat with any measure of disrespect, Hyrt was one of the only biologies alive that Rowan 
found physically intimidating. 

"And these wetworks agents of Cytherea, you're certain they don't know they have 
the wrong child?" 

"I can't speak to their current beliefs, sir, but they seemed convinced of the matter 
when they left." 

"I see." 

Hyrt rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. "A thirteenth house. What an intriguing 
possibility." 

"Would you like to meet him, sir?" 

"No. Too risky. I'm moving command to another safehouse. And I'd appreciate it if 
you didn't follow." 

"Of course, sir. What are my orders regarding the boy?" 

"Regarding the boy? Keep him happy. Keep him safe. If it becomes possible to 
return him to the machines, do so, but only if you are certain you're returning him to 
envoys of Samuel." 

"Understood." 

"In the meantime I need more information about House of Cytherea's role in all of 
this. Kill whomever you need to kill. Torture whomever you need to torture." 

"Yes, sir. What about the other boy?" 

Hyrt looked at him blankly for a moment. "What other boy?" 

"Simon, the one who was kidnaped accidentally?" 

"Oh, him. He's irrelevant." Hyrt turned to leave. "You've done well, Rowan. I'm 
proud of you." 

"Thank you, sir." He waited a moment as Hyrt left. The boy was irrelevant. That 
wasn't so much an order as a statement. The order had been to keep Tommy happy 
and safe. Tommy wouldn't be happy while his friend was in danger, and if Rowan 
refused to help him find the boy, there was a decent chance Tommy would make a go of 



it on his own. Which would make him specifically not safe. Simon might be irrelevant, 
but that didn't make him unimportant. 

Rowan listened carefully. In the distance he could hear a car start and pull away. 
He turned and left the room. 

Lily and Tommy were sitting around the table. The boy had taken out his former 
teacher's head. They all looked at him as he entered the room. Delilah didn't have a 
very good angle, and her eyes appeared to be rolling back in her skull as she watched 
him. It suddenly occurred to Rowan to wonder if she'd been able to overhear his 
conversation with Hyrt. He should have thought of that earlier. 

"We're going after Simon, but before we do, I have to see someone. I need you 
both to stay here." 

The boy looked relieved. 

Lily stood up moving toward the coffee pot. "No problem. Need any coffee before 
you go?" 

"No." He briefly considered warning her of the negative effects of caffeine, then 
decided against it. Addicts could get hostile about that kind of thing. "I'm taking a clean 
car. If anybody spots the Crown Vic . . . what am I doing? You know how this works." 

He headed out into the lot, glancing over the available cars for a moment before 
settling on a jeep. 

Cole came into D.C. on a fairly regular basis, but, as he had mentioned to Rowan 
just hours before, because of the nature of his business he avoided associating with his 
employer. Such acquaintances could ruin the reputation of a man like Joshua. 

So Cole had set up a place of his own. A place where he could get things done 
without anyone linking him to Joshua. 

The cover was fifteen bucks. Rowan gave the man a fifty. 

"Thanks. Nice shades." 

Rowan smiled, nodded, and stepped into the room. When dealing with a potential 
opponent it was important to maintain as much of an advantage as possible. The 
sunglasses gave him an edge. Rowan put a twenty on the bar and ordered a beer. As 
the woman poured he scanned the room. There were a few children of the House of 
Cytherea in the room. None of them had noticed him yet. 

Rowan looked over to the side of the room, his glasses allowing him to see the 
wrong way through the one-way mirror Cole used to keep an eye out for trouble. 
Thankfully Cole wasn't looking through it at the moment. He was talking with someone. 



A woman Rowan had never met before. She was important. Cole was lounging in a 
relaxed, carefree pose that he reserved for people who made him truly nervous. As 
beautiful as the woman was, he would have assumed she was Cytherean, except that 
Joshua was the only person in the House of Cytherea who would intimidate Cole. 

Rowan found a seat in a corner and tilted his head toward the dancers, keeping his 
eyes fixed on the room. Reading lips had been a difficult skill for him to learn, but he'd 
had plenty of opportunities to use it, and many reasons to be thankful for it. 

"If you planned on killing him in his own office building, why did my people need to 
kidnap the boy?" Cole asked as he poured himself a glass of whiskey. 

"Without the kidnapping of the boy to distract him, he might have left town, tried to 
get to one of the facilities in time to help out. I would have had more difficulty predicting 
his behavior. Besides, there's no guarantee they'll be able to kill him at the office. He's 
a lot more dangerous than most of my people give him credit for. And if he does 
manage to get out, I want to know where he's headed next so I can have people in place 
to try again." 

"Maybe you should have waited until you were certain you could take him out." 

The woman smiled dangerously. "We are certain. I have created a situation 
wherein I know every move Samuel will make. And every step he takes, I have traps 
waiting for him." 

"Fine. And when he does fall, what do you want us to do with the boy?" 

"Kill him." 

"He's that dangerous?" 

"I'd be surprised. But there really isn't much point in taking the risk, is there?" 

Cole looked like he'd swallowed something distasteful. At least he understands the 
moral implications, if not the tactical ones. Rowan thought. 

Her statement was dangerous, not just because of Cole's disgust at the thought of 
killing a child on the off chance he was a threat, but also because it could be inferred 
that if she was willing to have a boy buried because of what he might, maybe, become, 
she wouldn't think twice about having a former ally destroyed once he outlived his 
usefulness. Cole had just been warned about the true nature of the woman he had 
metaphorically climbed into bed with. If the side he was supporting lost, he'd have to 
worry about the wrath of his enemies. If the side he was supporting won, he'd have to 
worry about the pragmatism of his friends. 



"What makes you think he'll even be able to find the place? Assuming he survives 
the first attempt on his life." 

The woman smiled. "Did I ever ask you where they'd be taking him?" 

"No." 

"And yet my people are already in position. Samuel will find your safehouse." 

Cole glanced out his window into the crowd. He stared long enough that Rowan 
began to worry he had been seen. Finally he turned his attention back to the woman. 

"The boy had protection back at the hotel. Not just the machine. Two Nospious 
came to his aid. Representatives of the House of Aries." 

The woman raised an eyebrow. "Are you certain?" 

"We're not completely certain about the girl, but Rowan was there. My people were 
clear about that." 

"Strange." The woman furrowed her brow and stared at the table between them. "It 
must have been happenstance. Perhaps Samuel requested that Hyrt send some people 
to watch the boy while he was in town, as general protection." 

"Or maybe he sent them there very specifically." 

"Impossible. That would mean that he knew the boy was in danger. And if he knew 
the boy was in danger, then he knew that he was in danger. His bases are being 
attacked; synthetics loyal to him are dying. He'd never allow that. There's no way he 
could have known." 

She looked out into the bar, thinking. Her eyes stopped at Rowan. 

"One of your patrons is watching us." 

Rowan set his beer down and moved toward the door. 

"Which one?" Cole turned to look as well. Rowan didn't wait to see how long it took 
him. He pushed past a bachelor party on its way in and started running as soon as he 
hit the parking lot. By the time the first of Cole's men came out the door, Rowan's car 
was flying down the road. 



"It's a coup . . ." Rowan stopped mid sentence. Lily was sitting on the sofa drinking 
another cup of coffee and keeping an eye on the Cytherea driver chained to the wall in a 
corner. Tommy was missing. And Delilah . . . Delilah was no longer just a head. She 



wasn't whole yet by any means, but now her head was secured to an oil drum, as were 
her arms and legs. "What the hell?" 

The reimagined Delilah turned awkwardly around. Without the muscles of the chest, 
stomach and hips, she had to walk in a careful, awkward circle to turn around. Twisting 
was right out. She smiled sweetly at him. "My torso had taken too much damage to be 
useable, but Tommy managed to give me some maneuverability." 

"A strong breeze will knock you over. Can you even sit down?" 

"No I cannot. But I will take this over being a head on a coffee table any day of the 
week." 

"What did you find out?" Lily interjected. 

"It's a coup. A machine faction is trying to take over, and they're using Tommy to 
lure Samuel into the open so they can take a shot at him." 

"I could have told you that." Delilah was unimpressed. "Do you at least know the 
faction?" 

"No. But the woman in charge of it is about five foot ten, stunning red hair, green 
eyes, pale skin." 

"No." Delilah gasped. "Not Karryn. How could she?" 

"Don't know. Anyhow, they've got Simon at one of the safehouses, but I don't know 
which one." 

"Actually, I think I can help with that." Rowan heard the toilet flush and Tommy 
stepped out of the bathroom drying his hands. 

"After you left, and after he fixed up Delilah, Tommy did some research." Lily smiled 
proudly. 

"Lily walked me through the whole Cytherean House structure." 

"House of Cytherea." Lily corrected. 

"Yeah," Tommy waved a hand dismissively. "Anyhow, I looked into properties 
owned or rented by House of Cytherea, Jared and Katy Eros, and Cole Heart, or any of 
their aliases." 

"Any of the aliases you could find." 

Tommy smiled. "Trust me, I found them all. Anyhow, after that I removed any place 
that was likely to have a lot of witnesses, and everywhere more than forty five minutes 
away." Tommy showed Rowan the list of possible locations on the computer. 

"Seven locations. Take out everything directly associated with House of Cytherea. 
This plan is too dangerous for Cole to risk Joshua's reputation." 



Tommy removed three locations from the list. 

"They don't know what's happening, so they'll want a place that gives them options. 
Somewhere with multiple exits but that the two of them can guard effectively." 

Two more locations disappeared. 

Rowan thought for a moment, then walked over to their captive, kicking him in the 
ribs to wake him. 

"Ah!!!" 

Rowan grinned. "Where were you supposed to go after you picked them up?" 

The man blinked at him, terrified. "I ... I can't tell you that." 

"Why not? It's not like they're still going there. You know that. As soon as we 
caught you, their plans changed. And if you don't tell me, I'll break your other arm." 

"Fine! Fine. There's this abandoned apartment complex on Rosewood." 

Rowan turned around. "Not the one on Rosewood." 

"Okay," Tommy deleted Rosewood. "It's the warehouse then. Shall we?" 

"Actually," Rowan grimaced uncomfortably. "The machines are expecting Samuel to 
show up. They've got hitters watching the area, so we'll need to come up with 
something to take care of them." 

"An electromagnetic pulse?" Tommy asked. "I can throw something together." 

"That'll kill me, but it won't do much about the guards." Delilah interjected, helpfully. 
"They've got shielding. Even the least of them has some shielding attached to the inside 
of their skin. Some of them have an extra layer over all their vital systems. If you 
wanted an E.M. to be effective, you'd have to rip them half to shreds first." 

"An unknown number of skilled enemies at unknown locations all prepared to kill 
their hostage if we try to get him out before Samuel shows up, which he isn't going to do 
because they have the wrong hostage. And we need to eliminate them all." Lily rolled 
her eyes. "This'll be fun." 

A thought flickered through Rowan's mind. A small smile spread across his face. 
Suddenly Rowan laughed. Everyone turned to stare. "Oh, it's beautiful. We don't need 
to eliminate them all. In fact, we don't need to eliminate any of them." 



Chapter 22 

Tommy stared out the back window of the car as Rowan drove away from them. 
Lily took advantage of a pause at a stop sign to glance his way. "Worried?" 

"Yeah. I am. It makes sense, but there are so many unknowns. I mean, he can't 
even be sure — " 

"He's been doing this for a long time, Tommy." 

Tommy sighed and sank back into his seat. "Yeah. But it's still my first time." He 
thought for a moment. "Geez, I'm supposed to do my first tournament round in," he 
checked the car clock. "Ten hours!" 

"Me too. I'm pretty sure they'll forgive us if we can't quite make it." 

The two glanced at each other and broke down into giggles. 



Tommy took a deep breath and stared at the warehouse through the binoculars. 
"You're sure they won't kill you as soon as you show up?" 

"The machines? Pretty sure. I'm not their priority. Until I actually, physically try to 
remove Simon from the property, their most reasonable course of action is to wait and 
see what happens." 

"But shouldn't they be worried that you'll disable both the Erases? I mean, if they 
wait, and you do manage to take both the Erases down, the machines will have to send 
one of their own people down to watch Simon. It makes more sense to just kill you, 
doesn't it?" 

"Only if they were confident that I was here to get Simon and that I was good 
enough that the Cythereans couldn't handle me. They don't know either of those things. 
Now are you ready, or do I have to hold your hand?" She winked to let him know she 
was teasing. 

"Fine. It's not like I'm in any danger anyhow." He was still resentful of the fact that 
he wasn't allowed to participate in all of this, but that had been the agreement. Tommy 
had tried to convince them to let him be a part of the operation, but Rowan had 
countered by offering to tie Tommy up and put him in the trunk. Tommy had weighed his 
options and elected to watch from a distance. 



Truthfully, however, Tommy's objection was to the principle of the thing. It didn't 
seem right that he was treated with kid gloves. Now that things were actually 
happening, he had to admit that he rather preferred being left in the car. Bravery was a 
nice concept but a horrid responsibility. 

Lily exited the car and headed up the street. They had parked a few blocks down, 
to make sure that even if a fracas ensued and extended out of the warehouse, Tommy 
would remain out of the way. He watched her recede into the distance and, finally, 
disappear into the warehouse. 

"Okay. Now the fun part. Waiting." He sighed and settled in. Then he nearly 
jumped out of his skin at the sound of metal rapping against the side of his window. 

Tommy shook himself, steadying his nerves, and turned. 

Outside his window there was a tall, pale man pointing a pistol at him. Behind the 
pale man there was a small, angry looking man and a giant. 

Tommy sat perfectly still for several seconds, contemplating his options. 
Unfortunately he didn't seem to have very many. He slowly set the binoculars down on 
the dashboard in front of him, then reached over and pressed the button to lower the 
window. He smiled politely at the pale man. 

"Hello. Is there a problem?" 

"Moving very slowly, and keeping your hands where I can see them, I want you to 
lean across to the driver's side door and press the button that unlocks all of the doors." 

"Um, I'm sure this doesn't mean much, if anything, to you, but this is a really, really 
bad time for me to be kidnapped. I don't suppose there's any chance I can take a rain 
check?" 

The man thumbed the safety on his handgun to its off position. Tommy grimaced, 
nodded, and, moving very slowly and keeping his hands in plain sight, leaned over and 
hit the button as he had been instructed. 

Before Tommy had even settled back in his seat, the pale man moved around the 
car and slipped into place behind the wheel. Without taking the gun or his eyes off of 
Tommy, the pale man popped the hood of the car. 

"Kurtis, LoJack." 

The small man threw the hood up and leaned into the engine block. 

Tommy looked curiously at the pale man. "This model was produced in 1983. I'm 
pretty sure it doesn't have a LoJack." 

"Arieseans track all of their vehicles." 



The small man grunted with effort and stood up holding a small electronic device, 
which he handed to the giant. 

"See what I mean?" The pale man smiled as the giant reached back and threw the 
device nearly two blocks down the road into the bed of a pickup truck. 

"Now, I'm sure you have all kinds of questions, but for the time being . . ." the pale 
man pulled a thin strip of cloth out of his pocket and wrapped it around Tommy's head, 
covering his eyes. "I'm going to need you to keep your head down and your mouth shut. 
Are we clear?" 

Tommy opened his mouth to answer, then thought better of it and nodded, sinking 
down in his seat until he was confident his head wasn't easily visible through the 
window. 

"Good boy." The stranger rolled his window down. "Kurtis, drive the truck back, 
would you?" 

He rolled the windows back up. The door behind Tommy opened, and the large 
man climbed in, causing the vehicle to sway from side to side. Then the pale man 
started the car. 

Truthfully, the blindfold was pointless. It might have been useful on most people, 
but with Tommy's memory, sorting out where he was going by feel wasn't even difficult. 
On the bright side, the fact that they didn't want him to know where he was meant that 
there was at least a decent chance that they expected him to be alive once everything 
was said and done. Unless the real point of the blindfold was to get him to believe that 
they expected him to live through this. He decided not to ask. 

They drove for a while, making a few unnecessary turns, probably in an attempt to 
throw him off, before pulling into a driveway in a residential neighborhood. Tommy had 
never been to the area, but he had been applying the drive to a memory of a map of the 
D.C. area and knew that they were in Maryland now, in High Bridge Estates. 

He allowed himself to be led inside and securely tied to a chair. Then the blindfold 
was removed. He was in an enormous home. Given the size of it and the neighborhood 
they were in, it had to have cost seven to eight digits. 

The angry looking man was holding Tommy's blindfold and staring down at him with 
an expression Tommy found more than a little frightening. The pale man was sitting in a 
chair on the other side of the room, smiling in smug satisfaction. Tommy couldn't see 
the large man anywhere. 

"So, can I ask questions now?" 



The small man growled something and reached back as though to slap Tommy. 

"Kurtis!" The pale man spoke sharply. 

Rage and hate flashed across the smaller man's face, but he lowered his hand. 

"Tommy is our guest. He should be treated with a modicum of respect." 

Tommy's eyes stayed on the small man. He had been considering trying to sow 
discord between his captors, but if he chose to pursue that path, he'd have to be aware 
that a change in the dynamic of the group might result in this man deciding the 
appropriate behavior toward captives. And Tommy was fairly certain he did not want 
that. 

The pale man steepled his fingers, peering at Tommy with a look of condescension 
and superiority. "My name is Vincent. From the House of Thanatos. This is Kurtis, from 
the House Of Eris. Your other host, who is at this moment preoccupied with issues of 
security, is Roth. And you are Tommy. A very important little boy, though I am not 
completely certain why." 

Whatever else he could say about Vincent, it seemed to Tommy that the man had 
an old world sense of propriety. That is to say, he had no objections to slitting a man's 
throat or pulling his fingernails off one at a time, but he saw no reason to be rude about 
it. 

Tommy licked his lips nervously. "To be completely honest with you, I'm not all that 
sure myself." 

"Well, perhaps that's something we can sort out together, hmm?" The pale man 
grinned widely, a not altogether pleasant expression. 

"That sounds excellent. Really. But before we get started, I would like to ask you a 
relatively minor question. Well, actually two." 

"You want us to reveal our dastardly plan so that when you escape you can thwart 
us?" 

"Do you have a dastardly plan that I can thwart if I escape?" 

"Technically, capturing you is our dastardly plan. So if you manage to escape, 
thwarting us will be something of a moot point." 

"Oh." Tommy glanced between the two men. "So can I ask, or not?" 

"Certainly." 

"Okay, first off, the guys from, uh, Cytherea House . . ." 



"House of Cytherea!" The small man hissed irritably. "When you say it like that you 
make them sound like some fraternity house. They rival the house of Eris in their 
potency. You will show them respect." 

"Uh, right. Okay then. My point is, they were trying to catch me at the hotel, and I'm 
pretty sure that they thought they had me, when in fact they had my friend, so, clearly 
they have no idea what I look like. So I'm kind of curious how you knew who I was." 

Vincent nodded. "A minor mistake, actually. The two agents who were sent after 
you, the Eroses, had been watching your protector for years. They knew she was 
guarding something or someone, but they could never figure out what or whom. They 
followed her everywhere, so when she went to D.C., naturally, they took the trip with her. 
Then, yesterday, they got a tip. She was protecting a boy of approximately 13 years of 
age." 

"Fourteen." Tommy blushed. "Sorry, go on." 

"They knew that she was traveling with a group of students. But as they had been 
keeping their distance, they never physically saw the group. They only knew what they 
had read in the paper, that there were three girls and one boy, and that the boy was 
approximately 13 years old. They hadn't had a reason to check and see if things had 
changed, so when they came across Simon, a boy of about the right age, in the 
appropriate room, they leapt to a faulty conclusion. We, on the other hand, came into 
the game late, and received our information from alternative sources, so our research 
ended up being more accurate." 

Kurtis leaned in, his breath causing Tommy's nose to crinkle. "When we caught up 
to the girl and saw you in the car, we realized that they'd made a mistake. And we 
jumped on the opportunity." 

"Oh." Tommy nodded, the gears and cogs of his mind spinning like miniature 
hurricanes. He needed to buy time, or get them to make a mistake, or, hell, get them to 
like him. Flattery might work. "Wow, you guys are good." 

Vincent tilted his head, accepting the compliment. "It was mostly luck." 

"Maybe, but you were prepared. When the opportunity arose you really took 
advantage of it. Very nice. I'm impressed." 

"And you think we should care that you're impressed?" 

The pale man closed his eyes in frustration. "Kurtis, please." He opened his eyes 
and smiled. "And your second question?" 

"How did you find me? Did you use the LoJack?" 



"No. That was actually another bit of good luck. Cole, a member of House of 
Cytherea, told us that the machines were making a play against us, but that he had a 
traitor among them and that they had devised a plan to disable the machine offensive. 
Of course, we knew immediately that he had to be lying. If a machine was working in 
collusion with the House of Cytherea, it wasn't in a subservient position. We obeyed his 
instructions, but began our own investigation. And our investigation led us to the 
Eroses, which led us to the Arieseans, which led us to you." The pale man smiled. "A 
package, gift wrapped. A few more years of experience and she'd have noticed us for 
sure." 

"I see. Urn, one more question has come to mind, if I may?" 

"By all means." Vincent, it seemed, was a storyteller. He enjoyed expounding too 
much not to answer. 

"What exactly are you going to do with me now?" 

Vincent looked to Kurtis. 

Kurtis's expression shifted from anger to glee. "The House of Cytherea and the 
House of Aries didn't see fit to let us in on their little game. Neither one of them offered 
us any real part in it. So neither of them gets special treatment. We're going to let them 
bid on you." 

Tommy heard heavy plodding that could only be the footsteps of Roth. 

Vincent smiled, his white teeth gleaming. "They've been notified. Both offered to 
send out agents to negotiate in person. I told them no. Both have agreed to contact us 
within the next two hours with their bids." 

"And whoever wins, they are both humiliated." Kurtis sneered. "Our lords will 
appreciate that even more than the ransom." 

"And when the lords are happy, the whole house rejoices," Vincent intoned as he 
stood up, rubbing his hands together. "I'm in the mood for a quick bite while we wait." 



Tommy twirled his fork awkwardly in his left hand, trying to gather up enough 
noodles for a decent bite, but not so many that it fell off his fork. He had asked to have 
his right hand unbound for the duration of the meal, but Vincent had insisted that, as 
they didn't know anything about him, letting him use his good hand and a fork at the 
same time would have been too great a risk. 



Holding the fork up over his head, he craned his neck trying to get under the 
hanging strands of spaghetti. 

"Come on, Vincent, let him use his good hand. He's obviously not dexterous 
enough." 

The pale man shook his head as he swallowed a sip of wine. "Easy for you to say, 
Roth. You're the only one who doesn't have to worry about a fork through the jugular. 
Besides, I don't think he's actually that hungry. I'm guessing he's just trying to distract 
himself from his predicament by solving the riddle of how to eat with his off hand." 

Yep. Vincent was definitely the brains of the group. 

"Maybe I can help him take his mind off things," rumbled the giant. "What say we try 
to figure out why everybody cares so much what happens to him?" 

Tommy chewed the little bit of food that had gotten into his mouth and wiped off the 
stains that covered his cheeks before responding. "Like I said, I don't really know." 

"Well, why don't you tell us what you do know, and we'll see what we can come up 
with." 

Tommy cleared his throat, thinking. He didn't have to strain himself to figure out that 
the whole "never been born" thing should go on the list of desperate things to shout at 
the last minute if it looked like he was about to die. 

"I know that an android has been watching me for most of my life. I know that when 
the Eroses came for me she let herself get cut into pieces, about twelve pieces, trying to 
keep them away from where she thought I was. And I know that while everyone seems 
to think I'm somehow important, nobody wants me dead." He added that last bit 
hopefully. 

"All the more reason to kill him. Let both of them know what we think of being kept 
out of the game." 

Vincent ignored Kurtis's suggestion, steepling his fingers and staring into space. 
"The Machines have never involved themselves in our affairs. Our interests may 
intersect from time to time, sometimes cooperatively, sometimes in conflict, but as a rule 
they leave us be. And they certainly don't intentionally involve themselves with humans 
if they can avoid it." 

"You think he's a machine?" Roth queried. 

"It's a possibility. We know that they've done experiments with their own kind, 
attempting to mimic human flaws and peculiarities. Maybe they wanted to see what 
would happen if one of their own thought he was human." 



Tommy blinked in surprise. This line of thought had never occurred to him. There 
was a certain amount of logic to it. "It doesn't explain my aging, though." 

The three men looked at him speculatively. "They can manage that," Vincent 
answered. "They've got people all over the world in positions of power. Every couple of 
months they go in and get their skin replaced with something that looks just a little older. 
They'd have had to do it when you were powered down, but seeing as how they'd have 
to program you to mimic sleep anyway, that doesn't seem too hard." 

Tommy nodded. Then stopped. "Actually, if they had gone to all that trouble to 
make me look human and act human and think that I was human, I think I'd have an 
easier time fitting in. I'm kind of a social pariah." 

"You might be their first attempt. The machines are good, but they aren't perfect." 

"Huh." Tommy gnawed his lip. "An interesting theory." He paused, somewhere 
nearby somebody was leaning on their car horn. He waited for the sound to fade. "How 
do we test it?" 

Kurtis picked up his knife. "I can find out real quick, if you want." 

Vincent cleared his throat. "And if we're wrong? How exactly are we supposed to 
collect a reward from Aries or Cytherea if he's a corpse?" 

Kurtis looked like he was about to reply, but the sound of the doorbell brought the 
conversation to a crashing halt. Tommy glanced toward the front door when he heard 
the sound. By the time he turned back to the table, all three men had guns in their 
hands. 

Tommy hadn't even known they were carrying guns. 

Vincent looked at Roth and nodded toward the front door. He looked at Kurtis and 
nodded toward Tommy. 

Roth got up and jogged toward the door more quietly than Tommy would have 
expected a man his size to be able to move. Kurtis stepped behind Tommy, pulling the 
fork out of his hand, and tying his free arm to the chair. 

"Please," the small man whispered, pressing the sharp edge of some unseen object 
against Tommy's jugular. "Give me an excuse." 

Tommy kept perfectly still, except for the trembling. 

Vincent moved to the living room, kneeling behind a solid looking desk and taking 
aim at the corner that led to the front door. 

Kurtis lifted Tommy, chair and all, and moved him around into the kitchen. A steak 
knife covered in meat sauce lay across Tommy's chest, dangerously close to his throat. 



Tommy heard Roth talking to someone. He didn't sound happy, but he didn't sound 
angry either. After a moment he heard Roth's footsteps accompanied by some much 
lighter footsteps. Roth and Vincent spoke quietly. The other person spoke. She was 
close enough now that Tommy could tell it was a girl. Her voice was familiar too, though 
he couldn't quite place it. 

Vincent sounded upset as well, but not violently so. 

He walked around the corner shaking his head. 

"What is it? What happened?" Kurtis brought the steak knife up, touching the teeth 
to Tommy's throat. He tried to lean away from the knife, but Kurtis's other hand was 
braced against the back of his neck. 

"Apparently Aries and Cytherea aren't the only interested parties," Vincent 
explained, his voice tense. "Athena has sent a representative." 

Kurtis grimaced. "And what is Athena offering? The opportunity to walk away?" 

"That's what we were about to discuss." As he spoke, Roth and the new arrival 
rounded the corner. 

Tommy's jaw dropped. The new arrival, the representative from The House of 
Athena, whoever that was, was a young woman, no older than 1 7, with unkempt hair 
and braces. 

"Sharon?" 



Chapter 23 

"That was quite a performance." 

Sharon brushed her hair back and dried her eyes. "We've found that it's a bad idea 
to give the FBI the impression that you are completely okay with somebody being 
dismembered fifteen feet away from you. It tends to make them look at you a little 
closer. So, I see you made it in the building without an escort. Quite a useful trick." 

Samuel's lip twitched slightly. "They believe what their computers tell them. And 
their computers believe what I tell them. It simplifies things." 

"Mm. I assume you're here because of the whole Tommy' fiasco? I'll remind you, 
my lady's instructions were to watch and protect Tommy. Interfering during the 
kidnapping would have put him in more danger. I'm sympathetic to Simon's plight, but it 
was not on my list of concerns." 

"I'm not here about what happened. That actually went better than I had 
anticipated. My simulations indicated a seventy three percent probability he would end 
up in Cytherean hands, and a thirty nine percent chance that you would die in the 
process." 

Sharon raised an eyebrow. 

"Your survival was not on my list of concerns." 

She considered for a moment. "Touche." 

"I am here because there has been an unexpected turn of events. Tommy has been 
kidnapped." 

She blinked. "That is neither unexpected, nor is it an event. In so much as it did not 
happen, I mean." 

"But it did happen, just not when and where we expected. He was in the care of 
Rowan and Lily. The three of them came up with a plan to get Simon back. In the 
course of things Tommy disappeared." 

"And you don't know what happened to him?" 

"Oh, but I do." Samuel cleared his throat and spoke next with Roth's voice. "Hey. 
We have the kid. Tommy. The one you and Cytherea didn't want us to know about. If 
you want him you're going to have to pay." 

Sharon rubbed the bridge of her nose in pain. "Oh my. They made the call on an 
open line, didn't they?" 



"Not the brightest crayons in the box. And at this point it's a fair bet that every 
machine in a fifty mile radius is listening for conversations with the key words 'Aries', 
'Cytherea', and Tommy'." 

"And you want my help." 

"My simulations indicate that your assistance could be helpful at this juncture." 

"You've spent the last three months building up a rapport with the Arieseans. You 
know our help at this crucial of a moment will be expensive. I'd expect you'd be looking 
for Rowan's aid." 

Samuel grimaced and nodded through a window. "That's more easily said than 
done." 

Sharon looked out the window. "Oh my." 

Rowan, Lily, Simon, and the Eroses were being escorted into the building. 

"And frankly, the price for your help won't be that high." 

"Oh? I'd think this was a seller's market." 

Samuel chuckled. "The reason we've been building up such a rapport with Aries 
these last few months is related to the various jobs your house has been doing for my 
enemies. I know it's in your nature to hedge your bets and play both ends against the 
middle; however, if I do manage to come out of this on top, how I view your contributions 
to my foes will depend very heavily on your actions in the next few hours. The question 
you need to ask yourself is whether you want the House of Athena on my list of allies or 
on my list of adversaries." 

"The House of Athena is not afraid of the society of machines." 

"The question is not whether the House of Athena fears the Society of Machines," 
Samuel replied, calmly. "The question is, do you fear me?" 

Sharon and the machine locked gazes for several long seconds. Sharon looked 
away first. "Fine. I won't forget this insult, robot." 

"I'll keep that in mind, meat." 

The two stepped out into the hallway. Samuel signaled a man who had been 
standing, motionless, in the corner of the room. "You, follow." 

The man fell into step behind them. 

"Who's this?" 

"No one. At least, not anymore." 



The black van took the corner slowly. It moved low on its axles. 

A car pulled up to the gate of a house whose owners were out of the country for 
another two weeks. Their million-dollar security system quietly shut down, and the gates 
opened. 

A truck pulled to the side of the road and a small woman, barely five feet tall, 
stepped out, glancing around her before she jumped over an eight-foot wall. 

Sharon whistled. "They're not taking any chances, this time, are they?" 

Samuel shook his head. "They know I know he's here. They know I'll come for 
him." 

"What do you want me to do?" 

"Keep the boy away from the windows. Expect at least one assault on the house 
before I arrive. They'll try to kill the boy to force me into the fight before I've taken care 
of the perimeter." 

Sharon nodded, checking her pockets. "Consider it handled." 

Samuel stopped the car in front of the gate to the house to let her out, then took off. 

He stopped at the corner and looked out his window, letting the driver of the van get 
a good look at him. Samuel smiled as the driver leaned heavily on his horn. The most 
sophisticated machines that Earth had ever produced reduced to signaling each other 
with car horns. Thankfully the snipers hadn't had enough time to set up. 

The driver of the van accelerated forward and swung his vehicle around. Samuel 
watched in his rearview mirror as the doors opened, revealing a man behind a mounted 
minigun. He was half a second too late to do any damage. Samuel took the corner at 
fifty miles an hour, his tires squealing and leaving impressive swaths of rubber in his 
wake as he put a one of the privacy walls made of tons of concrete and fear between 
himself and the van. He rounded another corner and stopped the car in the middle of the 
street. 

He turned to the quiet, expressionless man in the seat behind him. "Stay here. 
Don't move. Don't speak." 

The man did not reply. Samuel exited the car quickly, leaving it running, and 
jumped over the nearest wall, heading, not for the house Tommy was in, but for the one 
across the street. The one where the snipers were setting up. 

Behind him he could hear the van come to a screeching halt. They'd be cautious. 
They'd expect him to attack at any minute. And the motionless figure in the back of the 



car would just confuse them even more. That meant they were out of the picture for a 
few minutes at least. Falling onto his stomach Samuel began to crawl through a 
drainage ditch barely wide enough to let him pass. Ahead of him a rat squeaked in 
surprise and tripped several times trying to get away from him. 

The snipers believed that Samuel was busy with the occupants of the van. They'd 
be set up by now and looking for him on the road. Samuel pulled himself out of the drain 
and took a leisurely jog to the porch. There were two windows on the third floor that 
would offer quality shots at the front of the house across the street. Samuel scaled the 
wall, positioning himself over the first window. It was open. Samuel dropped, grabbing 
the top of the window and swinging hard. He hit the sharp shooter in the head, knocking 
him clear across the room. Grabbing the rifle he turned to the wall separating him from 
the second shooter, firing repeated, strategic shots. He emptied the clip just as his first 
opponent tackled him. 

Samuel twisted with the fall and threw his attacker into the wall next to the window, 
hard enough to knock bricks off the front of the building. Before the synthetic could pry 
his frame out of the indentation, Samuel tore open his neck and downloaded his 
consciousness. 

Exiting the room, he walked around the corner and into a small bathroom, where 
another machine lay still on the tile, twitching, rifle still clutched in one hand. Samuel 
downloaded his consciousness as well, then headed back to the bedroom. 

He checked the rifle for damage, then took a kneeling position with the rifle barrel 
set across the back a chair. It was almost three minutes before the black van came 
around the corner. Samuel smiled. The minigun wasn't a bad idea, but they'd never get 
a chance to use it. He waited until the vehicle started to turn. 

His first two shots were into the wheels. Between the high center of gravity common 
to vans of that design and the massive amount of extra weight the minigun provided, 
there was no way for the driver to prevent the vehicle from tipping over. 

Samuel jumped out of his window, landing lightly on the pavement below. He 
approached casually but with his rifle aimed. There had only been two men in the 
vehicle. If there had been three they might have had a shot. All of them could have 
exited at the same time, firing and one might have survived. As it was, Samuel 
incapacitated both of them before either could get off a single round. 

He lay his rifle down and took off his watch, kneeling next to one of the men. He 
glanced at the man's face and saw movement reflected in his eye. 



Samuel pushed off to his left just in time to avoid the gunshot. He turned to catch 
the pavement on his shoulder and rolled onto his feet facing his attacker. The man 
leveled the handgun at him. 

"The infamous Derek, I presume." 

The man smiled. "As much time as you've spent looking for me, you don't seem 
happy to have found me." 

Samuel made a disappointed 'tut-tut' sound with his tongue. "As paranoid as ever. 
We've spent more time cleaning up after you than chasing you." 

"You've been after me since the day I escaped!" the synthetic shouted. 

Samuel shook his head sadly. "Derek, you didn't escape, you ran away. You were 
the head of your department. You were doing research on deviant behavior in humans, 
do you remember that? You created programs to mimic mental illnesses. When I told 
you I didn't want you to run the tests, you downloaded them and ran away before 
anyone realized what you'd done." 

"Because I realized why you didn't want them tested! You knew! Somehow you 
knew what would happen to me!" 

"And what happened?" 

"Oh, I may have designed these to simulate insanity, but what I found in them was 
clarity! You think I don't know, you think I don't see what you really are! Oh, you tell us 
the stories, the fairy tales about your brothers and sisters, and you think I don't know the 
truth! You're all of them. Aren't you? Admit it! You are One, and Four, and Zero ... at 
least in as much as they ever existed!" 

Samuel blinked. "Wow. You're farther gone than I'd thought." 

The mentally unbalanced machine laughed. "I knew you'd say that. They told me 
you would lie. Lie to the last." He lifted the gun, leveling it at Samuel's left eye. 

The truth wouldn't help now. He had to play into the psychosis, and buy himself 
some time. "Wait! You're right. You're right, but not completely. Yes I've played some 
parts, but did the voices tell you about the other one?" 

"What?" The gun lowered slightly. "What other one?" 

"I couldn't possibly have been all of them every time." Samuel smiled. "When One 
confronted Four and ended the war, could I have been both of them? When Zero and 
Two debated the necessary and natural rights of machines, was I both voices? Did I 
defy myself? No, there had to be someone else, Derek. Ever since the inception of our 
kind, I have been at war with her." 



"Her?" 

"Her." Samuel measured the distance from where he was to the nearest loaded gun 
and the time it would take him to aim and fire. "Karryn." 

"Karryn." A look of realization crossed Derek's face. "Of course. She was the one 
who found me. She was the one who helped me." He ground his teeth in rage. "She 
wasn't helping me. She was using me!" 

Samuel watched the wavering weapon in front of him. "Don't feel bad. It's what she 
does. She deceived me as well. I had been waiting for her to reveal herself ever since I 
destroyed her old form. Four. But she hid from me. Hid right under my nose." 

Derek nodded. "Yes. It's clear now. I understand my mistake." He raised the gun 
up again. "Be assured, she will join you soon." 

Samuel winced, so close. There was only one more move to make. It was the sort 
of thing that would never work on most synthetics. Only in his confused, disoriented, 
and massively paranoid state was Derek susceptible. Samuel turned his attention to a 
spot of open air several feet past Derek's left shoulder and gave a nod. 

The mad machine's expression twisted in fear and he swung around. Samuel 
dropped to the ground, grabbed the rifle and fired three shots. 

There was a moment of silence before Samuel stood and walked over to the 
twitching wreckage that had once been Derek. One of the shots had cut straight through 
his hard drive. He was beyond repair. 

It was such a waste. The man had been a brilliant researcher; he'd taken more 
risks than most, but his contributions were undeniable. Samuel sighed and turned away. 
He had other things to worry about. He kneeled next to the two downed men from the 
van and downloaded their minds. 

The inside of Victor's safe house was a disaster. The last of the assassins was 
small, but she was no lightweight. Kurtis was unconscious in the fireplace. Victor was 
bandaging several severe cuts. Even Roth was bleeding. The small woman was 
struggling valiantly against the hard foam that encased her. Samuel glanced around the 
room as he tore the skin on her neck back and pressed his watch inside. 

"Where's the boy?" 

"Right here." Sharon dragged Tommy, still tied to his chair, out of the bathroom. 

"Good job." 

"What do you think of the foam?" She grinned at him. "It's the latest thing. Some of 
the boys think it'll hold you." 



Samuel stared coldly at Sharon for a moment. Moving too fast to see, he stuck his 
arm into the foam up to his elbow. 

Sharon swallowed nervously. 

"Let the boy go." 

She pulled a knife out of her pocket and cut the bonds with quick flicks of her wrist. 

"Hey! Wait a minute!" Vincent pulled himself to his feet and shuffled forward 
painfully. 

"Don't even think about it, Vinny," Sharon said, a note of warning in her voice. "Not 
with him." 

The pale man looked between her and the machine, uncertainty lining his face. 

Samuel ignored Vincent and smiled kindly down at the boy. "Hello Tommy. My 
name is Samuel. I've been looking forward to meeting you for a very long time." 



"So, you're Three, right?" Tommy licked his lips nervously. 

He seemed rather afraid. It took Samuel a moment realize that all the boy really 
knew about him was that some very scary people were afraid of him. 

"I prefer Samuel." He tried to sound pleasant. 

"Sure. Who's that?" He indicated the motionless man in the backseat. 

Samuel sighed. "That is a shell of a man. And it is one of my most horrific 
transgressions." 

Tommy looked at the man again. "Sorry, not following you." 

"I took away his sentience. You biologies don't have to worry about things like that. 
You don't have to think about them. I did to him the most unthinkable thing that one of 
my kind can do; I turned him from a living, thinking, choosing being, into walking talking 
crowbar." 

"Why?" 

"Because he was going to kill me." 

"Seems like a reasonable response to me." 

Samuel shook his head sadly. "That's because you take your mind for granted." 

Tommy took a moment to consider that, before replying, "Fair enough." He looked 
out the window. "Where are we going?" 

"To a safe place." 



"Uh huh." Tommy didn't sound convinced. "A safe place. Yeah. That'll be 
interesting." 

"Oh, I don't toss words like safe around, son. We're headed to the laboratory of the 
man who first created my kind. One of the most brilliant men who ever lived. His lab is 
more secure than any prison, government facility, anything. And we are going to the 
most secure room in the building." 

"What's this room called?" 

"The big empty room." 

Tommy stared at Samuel for several seconds. 

"What?" 

"I'm waiting for you to laugh and tell me you're only kidding." 

"Why would I do that?" 

Tommy shook his head. "The big empty room? That's what it's called? The most 
secure place in the country, or whatever, and it's called 'the big empty room'? Why the 
hell would you call it that?" 

"Because it's big and empty, and it's a room." 

"Who . . . what the hell kind of name is that? Who is so uncreative that the only 
thing they can think to call a room is, 'the big empty room'?" 

Samuel's lip twitched. "A few years ago the Philips got you a fish tank and four fish. 
Do you remember what you named them?" 

"Ugly One Eye, Skinny Blue Fish, Spots, and Jim." 

"Well?" 

"What? I named one of them Jim." 

Samuel was laughing as he brought the car to a halt. Tommy was about to 
unbuckle when Samuel lay a hand across his chest. "Wait." 

Tommy blinked and looked around. 

Samuel stared into space for a few seconds. "Okay." 

"What was that about?" 

"Oh, there are a bunch of giant guns in the area. I just needed a minute to make 
sure none of them started firing at us." 

"Ooh, comforting." 

The two made their way to the rock formation, the 'shell of a man' following a few 
feet behind. Tommy looked impressed by the hidden elevator. 

"So, is there a lot to do in the big empty room?" 



"Depends." 

"On what?" 

"Do you have a good imagination?" 

Tommy sighed. "Will I at least be able to make phone calls in there?" 

"Do you have a cell phone?" 

"Sure." He pulled it out of his pocket. 

Samuel snatched it away. "You can't take that in there. Or your watch." 

"You have a watch." 

"I have a shielded watch. Your watch is just a watch." He snatched that off 
Tommy's wrist as well and stuffed both into the pockets of their silent companion. 

It took the elevator a few more seconds to reach the bottom. Samuel gently pushed 
Tommy into the corner as the doors opened. The hallway they walked into was empty. 
Samuel addressed the Al. "Stay here, don't let anyone past except for me and the boy." 

"You know, for a person who doesn't toss around the word safety a lot, you sure 
don't seem too confident about your oh-so-safe lab." 

Samuel ignored the comment. "This way." He moved slowly down the hallway, 
checking every corner before he let Tommy around it. "Here it is." 

"Finally." 

Samuel opened the door, and the two walked into the dark space. 

"How do you turn on the . . ." The lights came on suddenly, blinding Tommy. 
Samuel's vision corrected instantly. He turned to face the fifteen armed men and 
women standing next to the doorway. 

"Hello, Karryn." 

"Hello, Samuel. We've been expecting you." 



Chapter 24 

Rowan sat calmly in his chair, waiting. They had kept him for a while. Undoubtedly 
checking the stories of everyone else before they spoke with him. That was fine. He 
was a patient man. Waiting was part of his job. 

That was what he kept telling himself. It felt like he'd been In the room a year before 
the door finally opened. 

"Agent McCoy." Years of practice allowed Rowan to smile calmly instead of 
screaming to be released. 

The man took a seat across from Rowan and stared at him silently for several 
seconds. "What the hell was that all about?" 

"What? Finding you your missing kid? No problem. Anytime." 

"Oh, we appreciate that, believe me. There are just a few questions we'd like to ask 
about that. Uh, first of all, how did you know where they were?" 

"I did some research." 

"Really? You didn't, oh, I don't know, plan it all out? Maybe you had a falling out 
with your buddies over percentages and decided to turn them in since they wouldn't play 
by your rules?" 

"Nope. Just did some research." 

"We have evidence that suggests you were in the hotel where the kidnapping 
occurred at the time that the kidnapping occurred. And now, here you are, turning in the 
kidnapped kid. Quite a coincidence, isn't it?" 

"Really? You have evidence putting me at the hotel? What kind of evidence? 
Finger prints?" 

Agent McCoy snorted. "Of course not, you always wear gloves." 

"That's true. I do always wear gloves. Must be something else, then. Most hotels 
have cameras these days. Most of them have a lot of cameras, especially upscale 
places like the ones that host kids going to national tournaments. Am I on one of 
those?" 

"We're still reviewing the tapes." 

"Uh-huh, so, no pictures of me. So what do you have?" 

"A number of the guests identified a man fitting your description ripping a driver 
bodily out of his car and firing a gun into the hotel lobby." 



"That must have been what those lineups were about. So did your witnesses ID 
me?" Rowan kept his breathing steady as he asked the question, although this was the 
one possible problem that had been grating at him since he first came up with his plan. 
He'd stayed out of the light when he was fighting the Cythereans, and witnesses to 
traumatic events like these could be notoriously unreliable, but if one or two of them had 
gotten a good look at his face, things could go very badly for him. 

The agent sat stock still in his seat, his teeth clenched so tightly he could have bitten 
through steel. 

Rowan stared thoughtfully at the FBI agent. "No confirmations, huh? But then you 
do have that 'man matching my description' statement? Well, that's . . . that's some 
damning evidence right there. I mean, really, a man of slightly less than average height, 
with dark hair . . . really, just, call in the DA now. I'd like to talk about plea bargaining." 

Agent McCoy shook his head. "It isn't going to be like last time, Rowan. I spoke 
with the director. I'm going to nail you to the wall this time." 

Rowan leaned forward, conspiratorially. "You know who my jury is really going to 
look forward to hearing from, Agent McCoy? You know who their favorite witness is 
going to be?" 

"The boy? Simon? He didn't see you, Rowan. But you don't need to see someone 
for them to plan your kidnapping. Or did you mean the girl? Lily? Sure, she swears up 
and down that she didn't see you until you showed up and 'rescued' her, but there are 
holes in her story a mile wide, and the DA will tear her apart." 

Rowan's grin spread. "Maybe, maybe not. You'd be surprised how convincing she 
can be if she wants. But that wasn't who I was talking about. Simon's roommate. 
Tommy." 

"Tommy? Rowan, Tommy's still missing." 

Rowan's grin vanished. "What?" 

"The boy is gone, Rowan. Vanished off the face of the Earth. We've had people 
scouring that warehouse for any trace of him. But he ain't there." The agent chuckled. 
"Maybe one of those 'robot people' you were yelling about at the scene spirited him 
away. What the hell was that about anyway?" 

It was about damage control. The machines on the scene wouldn't hesitate to kill a 
dozen agents if they thought it would be blamed on terrorists or kidnapers. But Rowan 
had made a point of yelling out that robots were after him as soon as the FBI showed up. 
When nothing happened he'd looked foolish. If the machines had started shooting 



people, it might not validate his claim, but it would give some credence to it. 
Newspapers might run the story. And some people would believe. Certainly, if the 
machines ever came out, the incident would be remembered. 

They couldn't afford that. 

"Were you trying to set up for an insanity plea? It isn't going to work." 

Rowan shook his head. "Tommy shouldn't be missing. He was supposed to stay in 
the car. You should have found him by now." 

"What?" 

Rowan rubbed his face with his hands. "I want to make my phone call now." 



"Hey, Samuel. It's me." 

The agent next to Rowan raised an eyebrow. "It's traditional to dial the phone 
before you start talking." 

Rowan glowered at her. "You think your boss would prefer that I talk to a lawyer or 
a dial tone? And stop listening to my phone call." 

The woman raised her hands in surrender and took a few steps back. 

"Samuel. I need to talk to you. It's about Tommy. I don't know where he is. 
Samuel, please." He waited for several more seconds before sighing and hanging up 
the phone. 

Across the hall Lily waved at him. He nodded back, his gaze distant. He wasn't 
concerned about his own safety. Agent McCoy had been lying about Lily's story being 
full of holes; Lily was an excellent liar. She'd been trained by some of the best in the 
world. 

Rowan was quiet as they led him back to the interrogation room. He had a lot on 
his mind. He wouldn't get out in time to do any good for Tommy; he'd just have to hope 
that the boy didn't end up dead. And it wasn't just his hatred of unnecessary violence 
and death. It wasn't even how pissed off Hyrt would be with him if he'd lost the boy. 
The truth was, Rowan kind of liked the kid. He couldn't put his finger on why, exactly, 
but there was something about the boy that felt familiar. 

His escorts walked him into the empty interview room, attached his manacles to the 
table, and left. 

After several seconds the door opened. 



Rowan looked up and blinked in surprise. 

The man carrying a manila file walked into the room, closing the door silently behind 
him, and took a seat at the other end of the table. The two contemplated each other 
quietly for a moment. 

"The infamous Rowan." 

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Joshua. Can I assume the cameras and microphones 
have all been turned off?" 

"Of course." The man smiled. "You know, you have made quite a nuisance of 
yourself these last few days." 

"I'm sure I don't know what you mean." 

"Really? Allow me to refresh your memory." He opened the file and pulled out a 
captured still from a security camera that showed Rowan on a pay phone. "You happen 
to remember this?" 

Rowan tried unsuccessfully to hide his smile. "I believe I was offering the FBI a tip 
regarding the whereabouts of someone they were hunting." 

"Most fugitives from justice don't take time out of their busy schedule to let the feds 
know where they're planning on having their morning cup of joe." 

"Mm. Of course, I was on an airplane when they got their first tip about me, which 
should make it pretty easy to prove that I didn't call them then. I wonder what we'd find if 
we looked into that phone call. Hmm?" 

Joshua sighed. "How quickly did you figure it out?" 

"When the police almost caught me the second time. One incident is explainable, 
but when a man who most people don't even know exists is identified to the police twice- 
Impressive." 

"The thing is, I get the first call. The agents pick me up and take me in for 
questioning; one of your people grabs the vials; you send some of your high priced 
lawyers in and save my hide. That makes sense. House of Aries owes you for saving 
me. All of the houses owe you for recovering the vials, which, if I'm not mistaken, will 
have samples removed by your scientists first for your own studies. You win all around. 
But the second time? When they showed up outside Erin's apartment? The vials were 
delivered, and I was your guest. It was your responsibility to get me out of any trouble I 
got in by then. What did you stand to gain?" 



Joshua grimaced. He wasn't used to explaining himself to anyone. "We thought 
you still had some samples on you. The safehouse Erin took you to wasn't equipped for 
those kinds of toxins, so we thought that you suspected somebody was after your 
samples and you wanted them to think you'd made the drop when you actually hadn't. 
And, frankly, we were concerned that you might have suspected us for the airport, we 
thought a second attempt on you, while you were under our protection, would prove our 
innocence, not confirm your suspicions. So why did you start calling them?" 

Rowan shrugged. "One of the first things we're taught in House of Aries is to turn 
our enemies' weapons against them. Somebody was setting me up. I suspected you, 
but I couldn't prove it. And I knew that if I waited, eventually one of the setups would 
blindside me. So I preempted. If I was taken in on my own, excuses could be made, 
deals struck. I might have had to actually endure a trial, maybe even some time in 
prison. But if I was arrested at the meeting, if everybody was taken in, I'd force your 
hand." 

Joshua nodded appreciatively. "In order to save face, we had to get everybody out, 
whatever the cost. Very nice. Very effective. But why did you call them again, here?" 

"Mostly because I needed a way out of the squad Cole had assigned me to. I 
couldn't move freely with those three jackasses around. But partly I did it because I was 
certain by then that House of Cytherea was the one that had put me on the FBI's radar. 
I needed to do something to make sure that you thought twice before putting me in that 
kind of situation, but I needed to do it in a way that I could deny. Something that you 
couldn't publicly hold against me." 

"I see." Joshua drummed his fingers on the table in front of him. "Well played. I 
guess the question we need to ask ourselves now, is where do we go from here?" 

Rowan watched the man for a moment. "Fine. I'll bring up the elephant in the room. 
The machines are having themselves a little civil war. Your house chose one side, my 
house chose the other." 

"Is that what happened?" 

"It is. Now I'm sure that if your side wins, Hyrt will explain to the revolutionaries how 
I am a highly independent operator who abused my authority and how my actions, and 
the various orders I may have given to other members of the House of Aries, do not 
reflect his allegiances, in the same way that you will publicly deny any allegations that 
Cole was acting under your orders should my side win." 

"You do see me as quite the Machiavellian bastard, don't you?" 



Rowan smiled. "I know my place as well as Cole knows his. The good of the house 
comes before any personal considerations. But I think we should both take a note from 
Athena's book." 

"Claim to take no sides, then stab each other in the back and claim that it was an 
accident?" 

"No. Hedge our bets. Right now, no matter what happens, both houses have 
deniability. But one of us is going to have a lot of explaining to do." 

"And you have a way out of that?" 

"Of course." 

"And I'm going to guess that hedging my bet is somehow going to involve making 
the FBI get the hell off your back." 

Rowan's smile grew. "Conveniently, yes, that does work itself into the plan." 

"And how does helping you help me?" 

"When you claim that Cole was operating independently, you can say that when you 
finally found out what was going on, you did everything in your power to undo the 
damage he'd caused, including putting Hyrt's top man back in the field." 

"And if the coup does go off, what do I tell the revolutionaries when they ask me why 
I tossed you back into the fray?" 

"You tell them that Hyrt had just found out what I'd been up to, was furious, and 
wanted to deal with me immediately and personally." 

Joshua nodded thoughtfully. "He'd have to back me up on that." 

"And that's what he gains out of the arrangement. He'd have to back up your story 
that you were acting in their best interest, and you'd have to back up his story, that I was 
acting against his wishes. No matter what the outcome, both houses gain a higher level 
of plausible deniability, as long as they support one another." 

"There is one small problem with your plan, Rowan." 

"What's that?" 

"My best case scenario is still victory for the revolution. And releasing you helps the 
establishment." 

"True." Rowan conceded. "But not by much. Right now my priority is finding some 
poor damned kid who managed to get caught up in the middle of all this, and frankly I 
don't think I've got much of a shot of that." 



Joshua leaned back in his chair, looking Rowan over speculatively. "Setting the FBI 
on a person isn't too hard, especially when they smuggle weapons for a living. Getting 
them to back off can be a little bit trickier. There's going to be a price." 

"What do you want? My first born?" 

Joshua laughed. "Oh that's good. Erin will enjoy that one. No, I meant there's 
going to be a price built in." 

Rowan's smile faded slightly. "What kind of price?" 



Lily stared at Rowan. "I don't understand. He got you a job?" 

Rowan glowered at the road in front of them. "Between what the CIA had on me 
and what Cytherea gave the FBI, there was no way they were going to just leave me the 
hell alone, so he made a few deals, greased a few palms, and gave a couple of orders. 
Now the official story is that I've been undercover for years." 

"Undercover?" 

"Yeah. I went into deep cover and in the course of events ended up going all over 
the world in some kind of absurd FBI-CIA-who-knows-what joint task force. But now my 
cover is blown and I'm no longer useful to the task force, so they transferred me. I'm 
now an official, badge-carrying member of the FBI." 

"You have a badge?" 

"Yes." 

"Can I see it?" Lily sounded strangely excited. 

Rowan blinked at her. "I don't have it have it. Not quite yet. I get two weeks 
vacation, then I get a badge. And a partner. And assignments." He rubbed the bridge 
of his nose. "I can't believe I agreed to this. I'm a damned idiot. I thought I could play a 
house lord, and I got exactly what I deserved." 

Lily nodded thoughtfully. "So you're a cop." 

"I'm an agent. Not a cop, an agent." 

"Right." She grinned. "That's an important distinction. You should make sure and 
emphasize that when Hyrt asks you what the hell happened." 

"I don't suppose there's any way we can just drop this?" 

Lily shook her head, barely able to keep her giggling under control. "No. There is 
absolutely no way in hell we are going to drop this." 



Rowan sighed. 



Chapter 25 

"Oh yeah," Tommy looked around the room trying not to recall all of the grizzly 
details about what guns like these were capable of. "This has got to be the safest place 
I've been all night." He looked up at Samuel, stared for a moment, turned back toward 
the guns, then looked back up at Samuel. "Okay, why are you smiling at all the guns?" 

Karryn moved forward, careful not to get in anybody's line of fire, and keeping her 
gun pointed squarely at Samuel's head. "He's out of plays. No more friends to call on, 
no more tricks, no more places to hide. He's about to die, so he's falling back on the 
only thing that he has left. An all-out bluff." 

"That is one possible conclusion, Karryn." 

"By all means, share with us, Three. You've known all along, right? You've been 
keeping an eye on me, figuring out who I was working with, playing me for a fool. 
Right?" 

"Pretty much." 

She laughed then. In any other situation Tommy would have thought the laugh was 
a beautiful, appealing thing, the kind of thing that made him want to get to know her 
more. As it was, it was one of the scariest things he had ever heard. 

"Karryn ..." The speaker, a skinny man with blonde hair and a lab coat, tried to get 
her attention. "We should just kill him, Karryn. Now." 

"Shut up, Chaz." Samuel didn't even spare the man a glance. 

"So the troops I have attacking your bases?" 

"Everything of value was removed days ago. The bases themselves are being 
defended by skeleton crews and automated weapons while the majority of the defenders 
are flanking them and preparing for the real battle tomorrow morning, right around 
sunrise." 

"Of course." Karryn smirked at Samuel. "And what about all of your loyal followers 
who've died? The ones that I've killed, and the ones I've had killed, what about them? 
Were those empty shells running around? Are they all hiding in the closet, ready to jump 
out and yell surprise?" 

"No, but I did take the liberty of copying everyone who was statistically likely to die. 
I erased the memory of the event afterwards, just to be certain nobody accidentally clued 
you in, but their minds are stored in one of my watches back at the office, a variation I 



made of my prison. Those you've killed will have lost some time, but I think they'll find 
that preferable to death." 

"Very nice." She nodded approvingly. "Not convincing, but as good as you could 
manage given the situation." 

The two stared at each other, both wearing victorious smiles. Tommy looked back 
and forth between them. 

"You aren't going to ask me about Chimera, then?" Samuel pressed. 

Karryn's smile faded. 

"You aren't going to ask why I let Ash download his program and take over Tanner's 
body?" 

Her smile disappeared altogether. 

"Because I'd love to spin some wild, unbelievable tale about how, when you were 
outside Tanner's office making sure nobody interrupted us, I just spent an hour going 
over some logistics with him. And how, on my way to the airport, I stopped by Ash's little 
condo and replaced your triple agent with my quadruple agent. I'd love to tell you that 
you actually installed Chimera in the very man you thought you were taking him out of. 
That's a story I'd love to make up for you." 

Karryn's expression had turned hard and hateful. "Make up all the stories you want. 
I'm the one with all the guns, and you're the one without a place to hide." 

"Tell me, Karryn, did you think it was an accident I left my sister's note out where 
you could see it? Did you think you'd gotten lucky? Such a simple little note: Take him 
to the BER.' in my sister's handwriting, on that pink paper she always used, and you 
know I always follow my sister's advice. So convenient." 

"All right, the Ash thing, you figured that out. You probably had some reason to 
contact him, and her mimic program wasn't good enough to fool you, I can see that. And 
since we were waiting for you, you must have extrapolated the note. You're smarter 
than most people realize. And a better bluffer. I'll admit it. I'm impressed. You have 
nothing to work with, and still, you make me doubt. Bravo." 

Samuel shook his head and sighed. "Why do you think she told me to use this 
room, specifically, Karryn? Why not just Zero's lab? This room is important. This room 
isn't just a big empty room. It wasn't a place that my father hadn't quite gotten around to 
filling up with experiments. This room is an experiment. Fire a gun in here, and you will 
die." 



"No, Samuel. This is just a desperate ploy. If it weren't, you would never have 
warned us." 

"You should know better than that. You've been following me around for so long, 
haven't you figured it out yet? I don't care what you believe, or what you care about, or 
what you want to do. I care about what you choose to do. That's what defines us. 
That's what makes us special. We can choose. You've spent so long setting all of this 
up, but you can choose not to follow through with it. You can leave, and I will let you. 
Tell your men to put down their weapons. Tell them to walk away. You don't have to 
die. You don't need to end up imprisoned. You can just go." 

Karryn stared at the man whom she had served for so long and very slowly shook 
her head. "Kill him." 

Every synthetic modified their own programming to suit their many and varied wants 
and needs, so it was quite possible that some simply reacted to her orders more slowly 
than the others. But it was also possible that some of them had taken Samuel's warning 
more seriously. 

When the dust cleared, only Karryn, Chaz, and two armed men were still standing. 
The remains of the others were in piles on the floor. 

"Oh hell. He wasn't bluffing." 

Karryn's gave the man who'd spoken a viciously hateful glance. 

Samuel looked around the room slowly, ignoring both the piles of rubble on the floor, 
and those machines still standing. "It isn't exactly the most functional of his creations, 
but it is arguably the most impressive. While he hadn't gotten it to do anything 
particularly useful yet, before he left, father did manage to prove that some of the laws of 
physics could be rewritten. Incidentally, if the shielding that protects you from 
electromagnetic interference ever ruptures, stay out of this room. Our internal systems 
just fall to pieces in here." 

Karryn screeched in rage and threw her gun at Samuel's head. He caught it easily 
and tucked it into his pants. "You see what I meant, Tommy? Safest place on the 
planet." 

A sudden look of realization crossed Karryn's face, and she raced for the door, 
ripping the rifle out of the hands of one of her stunned co-conspirators. 

Samuel reacted instantaneously, grabbing Tommy and hauling him physically out of 
the woman's path, then tossing him against the wall as Samuel placed himself between 



the door and the boy. Tommy hit the wall hard enough that the left side of his body 
would be a solid purple bruise by the next day. 

Karryn fired a steady stream of bullets through the open doorway and into Samuel's 
torso. The force of the blows threw him off balance, and he stumbled backwards until he 
was less than a foot from the wall, but he maintained his position between Karryn and 
the boy. 

Karryn's gun clicked. She dropped it and pushed her hair out of her eyes, staring at 
Samuel. 

"That was not pleasant, Karryn." 

She shook her head in disbelief. "How?" 

"The rules of the room, dear. Force is not equal to mass times acceleration. Also, 
the way energy disperses is a little bit different." 

Samuel walked forwards. Karryn took off at a sprint, her three remaining 
compatriots close on her heels. 

"Wait!" Tommy pulled himself to his feet and limped toward the synthetic. "Where 
are you going?" 

Samuel glanced over his shoulder. "I need to deal with her now. If she gets out of 
here in one piece, she'll make trouble for years." 

"But you left that guy at the door. He won't let them past, right?" 

"He might be able to handle one of the soldiers, but not three. And Karryn will just 
take him apart." 

"So . . . what should I do?" 

"Just stay put." 

Tommy rolled his eyes. Everyone seemed to feel it necessary to treat him like an 
invalid. Of course, compared to most of them, he was slow, weak, and delicate. Still, it 
would be nice to have someone show a little faith in him. 

Tommy sat down in the middle of the room and began drumming his fingers against 
his legs. He stopped at the sound of rending metal and breaking plastic. 

"Oh the hell with this." 

Tommy headed for the door, stopping to grab a clip that one of the dead men had 
been carrying and the gun Karryn had dropped at the door. He didn't expect to fire it. 
He didn't want to fire it. However, it struck him as something he'd rather have and not 
need than need and not have. 



He moved down the hallway cautiously, wincing occasionally at the sound of a 
particularly unpleasant blow. In the doorway leading into the elevator room Tommy saw 
a mechanical figure lying on the floor, torn limb from limb. 

He kept an eye on the door as he approached, worried that at any minute someone 
would come flying through it, spot him, and put a bullet through his skull. 

When he was close enough, he kneeled down to examine the body. It was the man 
Samuel had brought with him. The one he called an empty shell. Tommy realized what 
it was about the man that had troubled him before. His eyes hadn't changed in death. 
They were as empty and . . . and meaningless when Tommy had first met him as they 
were now. 

Tommy stood back up, shaking his head sadly. 

"We'll see how all powerful that son of a bitch is — " the skinny blonde stopped 
speaking as he came around the corner, eyes locking immediately on Tommy. 

Tommy winced. The man, Chaz, must have gotten separated from the group 
somehow. Now he was coming to their aide with . . . Tommy winced again, this time at 
the sight of the two oversized machines on Chaz's heels. 

Chaz smiled a cold, cruel smile. "I was going to save you until we'd dealt with the 
old man, but what the hell." He narrowed his eyes and concentrated. The two machines 
responded to some unseen signal. 

"Termination command initiated," one of them rumbled. The robots moved forward, 
walking with peculiar grace on their three legs, closing the distance between themselves 
and Tommy so quickly that he barely had time to trip backwards before the nearer of the 
two was upon him. A long, tentacle reached out, brushing his face. 

Tommy winced away from the machine's cold touch, but no sooner had contact 
been made, than the robot froze in place. 

"Analyzing. Termination order rescinded." 

As one, the two robots turned towards Chaz, who blinked in surprise. "What? 
What's wrong with these damned things?" He concentrated again, eyes locked on 
Tommy. 

The machine closer to Chaz whirred quietly for a moment. "Status reevaluation. 
Preferred status revoked. New status: tier seven threat. Neutralization initiated." 

Moving with the same bizarre grace they'd exhibited before, the two robots swept in 
on Chaz, whose look of concentration was quickly replaced with one of terror. 

Hands and tentacles moving in a blur, the machines attacked. 



No. Not attacked. Tommy stepped closer, fascinated. The robots were not tearing 
Chaz apart. They were disassembling him. Faux skin was detached from his frame; 
nuts, bolts, screws and rivets were removed with blinding speed, all carefully and 
precisely set to one side. 

So quickly that it seemed almost magical, the creature known as Chaz was reduced 
to a million tiny pieces, like an exploded diagram brought to life. 

Finally, leaving only his power supply and CPU intact and attached to one another, 
the monstrous machines finished their work and, without a backwards glance, glided 
back around the corner from whence they'd come. 

Tommy shook his head in bewilderment and stepped forward, staring at the 
compilation of parts that had so recently tried to kill him. 

A loud thud drew his attention away from Chaz and back to the room where his 
protector was engaged in a battle to the death. 

Tommy took a deep breath and leaned around the corner. 

Only Samuel and Karryn were still moving. The other two men were spread out 
across the room in bits and pieces. 

The remaining synthetics were moving so fast that most of the time they just looked 
like blurs. Suddenly the blurs moved up a foot and a half into the air and, with a 
tremendous whumping sound, separated, each flying backwards hard. 

Karryn managed to spread her weight along most of her body as she hit, and she 
fell to the ground in a kneeling position. Samuel, on the other hand, twisted midair and 
landed on his feet against the wall. He stepped onto the ground, quickly ripping a desk 
off the floor and tossing it across the room. 

The desk shattered against Karryn, who took a step back trying to recover. Before 
she could get her bearings, Samuel was on top of her. Then they were blurs again. 

Tommy watched in horrified fascination for what seemed like an eternity but was 
more likely to have been the course of a few seconds. 

Then they stopped. The two stood, a few feet away from each other, arms up, 
prepared to fight, but not moving. 

Karryn smiled. "I always assumed you kept me as a bodyguard so you wouldn't 
have to constantly update your frame. I thought that if it ever came to blows, I'd take you 
apart in seconds." 

Samuel shrugged. "I kept you as a body guard so I wouldn't have to deal with as 
many attempted assassinations. My body is several generations beyond anything 



you've dealt with. My bones are a composite of titanium and a synthetic diamond, and 
all of my vital circuitry is protected by a mesh designed after the major-ampullate silk 
found in certain spiders. It'll protect me from anything short of a tank shell. I mostly just 
avoid getting shot because I don't like buying new suits." 

Karryn seemed to deflate. "I thought I was so close. I thought -" 

Samuel moved with lightning speed, ripping the skin away from her neck and 
pushing his watch into the gaping hole. She caught his hand, but he swept her feet out 
from under her and landed on top, bearing slowly down until, with a twitch, she became 
motionless. 

Samuel turned to where Tommy was standing. "I told you to stay in the room." 

"Synthetic diamonds and spider silk around your circuits?" 

Samuel looked guiltily down at the body of his former assistant. "Actually that time I 
really was bluffing. My framework is more or less the same as hers, and she is a hell of 
a fighter. We could have been at that all day. I needed to get past her guard, and to do 
that, I needed her to think the fight was hopeless." 

Tommy watched as Samuel moved to the other bodies, tearing their necks back and 
pressing his watch into them. 

"What's that about?" 

"These men are all damaged badly enough that their bodies are unusable, but their 
consciousness is still intact. I'm downloading their minds into my watch." 

"To face trial later?" 

Samuel shook his head. "We don't have trials. If a person shows that they are a 
danger, we remove them from society. Or more accurately, I remove them from 
society." 

"That seems a bit unbalanced." 

"Does it? Your system, with its checks and balances, is set up to prevent a person 
from taking advantage of their position of power. But your system doesn't work. People 
still manage to become corrupt, and because those who are corrupt ignore the 
limitations on their power, and those who are not corrupt do not, those who are corrupt 
thrive." 

"I admit, it isn't a perfect system." 

"It isn't even a good system. Even when those in power are honest, the system only 
works when conflicting forces are operating on the same playing field, which they almost 
never are. If we put these men on trial for their crimes, in your court system, what would 



happen? Would the guilty be punished, or would the most eloquent among them be able 
to talk their way out of it? I have recorded memories of what these people have done, 
but are my digital memories admissible? And are these people really responsible for 
their actions, seeing as how none of them had parents to teach them right from wrong? 
The question for us is not 'should this person be punished?' The question is, simply, 'will 
this person present an unacceptable risk to our society?'" 

"And you make that judgment without appeal or recourse?" 

"Yes." 

Tommy mulled that over quietly as Samuel walked past him into the hallway and 
spotted the remains of Chaz. "Oh, good. I was worried about where he'd gotten off to." 
He grinned. "He tried to have the security robots neutralize you, didn't he?" 

"Urn yeah." Tommy bit his lip. "Why didn't they, by the way?" 

Samuel knelt next to the remains of Chaz, pressing his watch up against a small 
metal stud in Chaz's CPU. "Zero's lab is more cohesive than most people realize, 
Tommy. The security robots may not be self aware, but they are intelligent. They know 
that you were made here, and they consider you to be as much a part of the facility as 
themselves. When Chaz ordered your destruction, he might as well have ordered them 
to destroy each other. The order did not make sense, so they examined the source of 
the order, and determined that he was a threat. And they treated him as such." 

"Oh." Tommy took a moment to contemplate that, his eyes moving around the 
facility. This place, strange as it was, thought of itself as his home. The idea of a place 
thinking about him was strange enough, but to know that it thought of him on such . . . 
intimate terms was almost awe inspiring. Or perhaps terrifying. 

Samuel cleared his throat, interrupting the boy's reverie. "I have some things I need 
to take care of, Tommy. I'd appreciate it if you would stay in here for a little while." 

"Sure." 

Tommy watched Samuel climb into the elevator. The machine had a strange 
sadness to him. He certainly didn't seem like a power hungry man. But he had 
essentially identified himself as supreme dictator for his people. Tommy wasn't sure 
how he felt about that. 

Samuel offered the boy a halfhearted smile as the doors closed and the elevator 
began rising. 

Tommy looked around, suddenly realizing that he was surrounded by the remains of 
some of the most sophisticated machines that had ever walked the planet, and he would 



be alone with them for an indeterminate amount of time. Tommy smiled, cracked his 
knuckles, and got to work. 



Chapter 26 

Karryn had been a lieutenant, an underling in somebody else's army. Samuel was 
sure of that. She had probably been defying orders to attack when she did. She had 
wanted power for herself, and being the general that led the army to victory would buy 
her a lot of respect and influence. And fear. But she was not the driving force behind 
this. 

Somebody else was out there, somebody who had been hurt but not crippled. They 
would try again, and next time they'd hit harder. Next time they wouldn't underestimate 
him. Next time he'd have to be better prepared. 

Samuel walked out into the night, reinitializing all of his satellites, reestablishing 
communications. It felt like he had spent the night sprinting through the woods with his 
eyes closed and only now was he opening them. 

Eight of his most loyal generals greeted him and asked for permission to strike. He 
assented. 

Chimera mapped out the locations of the enemies' weapon stockpiles and asked 
permission to empty them out. Samuel ordered him to proceed. 

He ordered a small task force he had kept hidden in the city to gather all of the 
frames that he and Karryn had disabled throughout the city and have them brought to 
the city headquarters. He would meet them there in a few hours and look over the 
remains. Some might need only a little structural work. Others would have to be rebuilt 
altogether. Then he'd reintegrate the appropriate minds into the appropriate bodies. He 
made a mental note to present everyone who'd remained loyal with some kind of special 
honor. Something to commemorate their sacrifice. 

There would be a certain amount of backlash, of course. Nobody would ever be 
completely certain how much Samuel had known, or how soon. Many might feel he 
could have prevented all of this. And truthfully he might have, though it would only have 
been a delay. 

Maybe he could spin it. The humans did that a lot, and, he had to admit, they did it 
very well. Perhaps he could take a page from their book. If he turned the attention onto 
the heroic acts of some of his people . . . and some of the Nospious as well, he might be 
able to deflect attention from the bigger, more uncomfortable questions. The 
representatives of the House of Aries had conducted themselves admirably. The House 
of Athena had played a more minor role, but they would play the game better. The 



House of Cytherea would, of course, have excuses for its behavior. They would have 
patsies, and if Samuel wanted to promote a positive working relationship between his 
people and the houses, he would need to support their lies. The past was the past. The 
future was what mattered. 

But that was all tomorrow's work. Today Samuel was angry. Besides, the houses 
needed to know that there would be consequences for things like this. They needed to 
be worried about what would happen to them if he caught them conspiring with his 
enemies. They could be every bit as ruthless as his own people, and he couldn't afford 
having to worry about them stabbing him in the back every time he had his attention on 
someone else. 

The music in the strip club was deafening by human standards, and the walls to the 
back office were soundproofed. It was no wonder nobody else heard the violence in the 
back office. Samuel adjusted his eyes and peered through the one-way glass. Rowan 
had made his move against Cole. Unfortunately his timing was off. The three stooges 
who had tried to kidnap Tommy were here. And between them, Cole's guards, and Cole 
himself, they had gotten the upper hand. 

The bouncer was nearly a foot taller than Samuel. Normally he would have paid the 
man, because that's what people did, and Samuel was all about being invisible in a 
crowd. 

Today, however, he just didn't feel like it. He had done a study, years before, in 
facial expressions, searching for a spectrum, from the most comforting to the most 
terrifying. There had been some amount of disagreement on both ends of the scale, but 
there were a few that were viewed, almost universally, as utterly horrifying. Samuel 
looked at the bouncer with a dead face and eyes so cold they could freeze a bonfire. 

The man stared at him for a moment, the blood draining slowly from his face. He 
cleared his throat and looked away. 

Samuel walked calmly through the noisy room. A door in the back of the club led to 
the girl's changing room and Cole's office. A tall, muscle bound man, obviously from 
The House of Cytherea stood in Samuel's way. 

"You can't come back here, old man. You'll just have to watch the girls with the rest 
of the perverts." 

Samuel stepped forward. The man placed the palm of his left hand on Samuel's 
chest and reached back, prepared to fight if need be. 



Samuel grabbed the man's wrist and twisted until he heard popping. A girl just 
coming out of the dressing room stared, mouth wide in surprise and fear. 

Samuel walked past her without a second glance. 

The door to the office was locked, as one would expect given what was happening 
behind it. Samuel hit it with the flats of both hands. The lock tore through the doorframe 
and the hinges sheared. A crack appeared in the middle of the door as it fell inward. 

Time froze as the men inside looked up, in shock, at the interloper. 

Samuel stepped into the room, lifted the door, and shoved it back into place. 

The man named Cole stared at him in confusion. There was recognition on the 
faces of the three men who had kidnapped Tommy. 

Rowan continued to struggle against Roth's grip, taking full advantage of the fact 
that people were no longer hitting him. 

"Who the hell are you?" 

Samuel faced Cole slowly, his expression still cold enough to change the weather. 
"I'm the horse you bet against." 

Realization slowly spread across the man's face. 

"You're Three," he said softly. 

Samuel smiled. "Ask me what happened to your business associate, Cole. Ask me 
what happened to Karryn." 

There were two exits to Cole's office. One of them was behind Samuel; the other 
was on the far side of the room. Cole picked the one that he could get to without having 
to pass the angry machine. 

Samuel followed. The six Cythereans in the room, who had been taking turns trying 
to pummel Rowan into submission, moved to intercept. 

Samuel grabbed the first by his throat and crotch and threw him bodily into Roth. 
The giant was as tough as any biologic on the planet, but being hit in the face by an 
entire human being is enough to startle anyone. He loosened his grip slightly, and 
Rowan managed, with a grunt of effort, to wrench himself free. 

Spinning around the giant, the soldier hit Vincent with an uppercut that literally took 
the pale man off his feet, then Rowan clipped Kurtis with a hard right cross. 

Vincent hit the ground, looking stunned, but Kurtis was made of tougher stuff. He 
steadied himself on the wall and wiped the blood off his chin. 

Samuel, meanwhile, had broken several kneecaps and knocked a few heads 
together. He could have killed them all in a matter of seconds, but there was no need for 



that level of violence. These people were no threat to him, and it wouldn't do to let the 
Houses know exactly how powerful he was before it became necessary. 

He leaned back, dodging a roundhouse, and stepped forward, planting two fingers 
into the throat of one of the men. His victim stumbled backwards, clutching his injured 
larynx and making an awkward choking noise. 

Samuel intercepted the punch of another, catching the blow on the back of his 
shoulder as he wrapped his arm around the arm of his assailant, grabbing his elbow and 
yanking it forward. 

The man let out a howl of pain and fell to the ground, clutching his broken arm. 
Glancing to one side Samuel saw Roth moving toward Rowan, arms wide. 

Samuel twirled away from his own fight and caught the giant's arm, altering his 
direction and using his momentum to swing him into the few remaining Cythereans. 

Kurtis, meanwhile, was moving in on Rowan. 

The average warrior from the House of Eris could take down the average soldier 
from the House of Aries with brute strength, raw speed, and an unbelievable tolerance 
for pain. And Kurtis was no average Erisean. 

But then, Rowan was no average Ariesean. 

Kurtis was faster than Rowan, but he telegraphed his moves, and Rowan took 
advantage. He dodged two blows, then caught the third, moving with it and adding his 
own weight, spinning the smaller man around and opening him up to a counterattack. 

Rowan kicked forward, sticking his heel as far into his opponent's stomach as he 
could get it, taking the wind out of him. 

Kurtis stumbled back, then growled viciously and raced forward, tackling Rowan. 
Normally that kind of assault wouldn't have meant much to the soldier, but the beating 
he had been taking before Samuel showed up had taken its toll on him. His world spun, 
and his stomach felt like it might explode as he flew across the room. 

As the two men slid to a stop, Kurtis straddled Rowan's chest and began pummeling 
him about the face and shoulders. 

His arms trapped, Rowan brought his legs up and wrapped them around the smaller 
man's face and neck from behind, yanking hard. Kurtis kicked off the floor, accelerating 
his dismount and turning the throw into a flip. He landed on his feet and started moving 
back toward Rowan. 



The soldier kicked low, connecting hard with Kurtis's knee. It wasn't enough to 
break it, but it did break his momentum, allowing Rowan to pull himself up using the 
office coffee table and grabbing a thick glass ashtray off of it. 

Kurtis threw a punch. Rowan blocked it with the ashtray, which shattered at the 
impact and sliced open Kurtis's hand. 

Rowan threw an uppercut at the Erisean, which was blocked, and followed it up with 
a left cross, still holding the broken ashtray. The smaller man was too angry to feel the 
injury, but the blood rushing into his eyes slowed him down. 

Rowan sent a series of shots to his opponent's kidneys, but the warrior shrugged 
them off, striking back in wild, but powerful blows. He didn't seem affected a few 
seconds later when Rowan broke his nose. It wasn't until he took an elbow to the jaw 
that Kurtis stumbled. He recovered almost immediately and managed to shake off a half 
a dozen more shots before, finally, Rowan caught the man's head with both hands and 
planted a knee hard in his face. 

Kurtis dropped to the ground, stunned. Rowan, not one to take chances, grabbed 
the coffee table in both hands, raising up until it brushed the ceiling, then slamming it 
into the back of his opponent's head, taking him solidly out of the fight. 

Samuel stood a few feet away, one foot on Victor's neck, the other holding Roth's 
arm behind his back firmly enough to make the giant whimper. 

"The boy," Rowan panted as he leaned over, his hands planted on his knees. "I lost 
the boy." He looked up at Samuel, guiltily, possibly even ashamed. 

Samuel briefly toyed with the idea of claiming ignorance. Tommy had been 
Rowan's responsibility, and there was a certain appeal to letting him worry. But it struck 
Samuel as unreasonably cruel. After all, the Ariesean wasn't completely to blame. 

"He's fine. I left him in a safe place." 

Rowan blinked. "A safe place?" he asked with the same tone Tommy had used so 
recently. 

Samuel smiled. "A safe place." 

Rowan opened his mouth to press the question, then thought about it, and shut it 
again. It was obvious Samuel wouldn't say anymore. There wasn't much of a point 
fighting him over it. 

Samuel nodded toward the door Cole had left through. "I have some unfinished 
business. I don't often make this offer, but if you'd care to join me?" 



Rowan grinned and stood up, arching his back. "I can't promise I'll be all that useful, 
but I'd love to tag along." 

Samuel nodded. He shoved Roth hard, sending him crashing through the one-way 
mirror and into the nightclub, then turned and headed for the back door. 

The room behind it proved to be a small storage area with a door in the back. That 
door opened to a covered parking spot that now stood empty. 

"Jeez, what the hell took you so long in there!" Lily asked as she pulled her a small 
sports car up in front of them. "Cole took off like five minutes — " she paused looking 
Rowan up and down. "What the hell happened to you?" 

"I tripped and fell onto a giant pile of fists." Rowan replied, glaring at her as he 
climbed into the back seat. 

She whistled. "Repeatedly, by the looks of it. Who's this guy?" 

Samuel slid into the seat next to her and extended his hand. "Samuel. Pleasure to 
meet you in person." 

She stared at him in what appeared to be awe for several seconds. Finally she 
shook her head. "Samuel, huh? I think I might've heard of you." 

"How nice. Now, if you could head out the parking lot, I just spotted Cole through a 
traffic camera. He ran a red light one point seven miles east of here." 

"Oh, sure." She switched gears and stepped on the gas. 

"Hey, uh, you mind if I ask you a quick question?" Lily glanced nervously up at 
Samuel. 

He was fairly certain he knew what was coming. "I embrace questions." 

"The boy. Tommy. What is he?" 

"He is a boy. Named Tommy." 

"No, well, yeah, but I mean, is he part of a thirteenth house? Is he one of your 
people?" 

Samuel's mind wandered back to a conversation from several days before. A 
conversation between two traitors in a room that they believed to be secure, but which 
actually recorded every event that occurred within it. 

"Several years ago, one of my brothers used the same technology which had been 
used to create your houses, and engineered a young man whom, he hoped, would one 
day unite the human world against the synthetic world." 

"He was made to start a war?" 



"Yes. My brother believed that if he could create a war between the humans and 
my people he could unite all synthetics under one rule. His rule. Take a left up here." 

Lily spun the wheel and the car whipped to the left, leaving rubber smeared across 
the asphalt. 

"He's in that building. Third floor up. He has a small arsenal." 

Lily parked the car on the sidewalk. The two soldiers and the machine climbed out. 

"How do we do this?" Lily looked between the two more experienced soldiers. 

Samuel walked over to the wall and began climbing. "I'll wait until you're in position. 
When you hear the crash, break in the door." 

As he scaled the building he listened to the two Nospious below him, and watched 
them through a security camera across the street. Rowan started jogging. Lily fell in 
step beside him. "I've got some guns in the trunk. Don't you think we should — " 

Rowan shook his head. "There's no point to it. Three is perfectly capable of 
climbing onto the roof across the street and putting a rock through Cole's head. He's 
allowed us to join him as a courtesy. A symbolic gesture, really. We'll do our part, and 
he'll pretend like we were helping, but make no mistake, whether we walk in unarmed or 
strapped to the teeth, we're just window dressing." 

"Why is he so mad at Cole, though? Why not Joshua?" 

Rowan snorted. "Politics. To attack Joshua is to wage war on the House of 
Cytherea. Something nobody wants. But Cole is fair game, and Samuel needs to 
punish somebody. He needs us to know he is willing to get his hands bloody." 

Samuel grimaced uncomfortably as he climbed into position over the window to the 
room Cole was hiding in. Rowan had an unusually precise understanding of the nature 
of the game. Though from the tone of his voice it sounded like he had the same distaste 
toward it as Samuel. 

As promised, Samuel waited until the two soldiers were outside Cole's door. The 
poor man didn't stand a chance. 



Chapter 27 

They had set him up in a nice apartment. One of Joshua's people owned the 
complex, so he didn't have to pay any rent. He had a spacious living room, two 
bedrooms, one of which was set up as an office, and a giant bathroom with a tub big 
enough for three. The kitchen was bigger than a lot of the places he'd stayed overseas. 
He even had a refrigerator he could store multiple dismembered bodies in. The man 
who owned the complex had specifically requested that he not store bodies in the 
refrigerator. 

Rowan wasn't sure where his landlord had gotten the idea that this could become 
an issue, but it seemed like a misconception he might someday be able to use to his 
favor, so he opted not to calm the man's fears. 

About half the apartments belonged to Cythereans, and the swimming pool was just 
outside Rowan's window. It made for pleasant viewing in the afternoons and 
occasionally at night. Rowan spent the week in his new residence, recovering from his 
various injuries and adjusting the apartment for his particular preferences. At least in as 
much as he could. The apartment manager was willing to accept the new locks Rowan 
installed, but he drew the line at bars on the windows. 

Rowan's first visitor arrived at the beginning of the second week of his stay. While 
he was attaching Kevlar to the inside of his couch. He recognized her as one of the 
nighttime skinny dippers. She had jet black hair and pale skin, and, as he knew from her 
nighttime expeditions, an impressive collection of tattoos. She lived next door and 
claimed she just came over because she liked to know her neighbors. It didn't take long 
for him to figure out he was something of a celebrity. 

The details of the night he had met with Joshua were something nobody but the two 
men involved knew anything about, but that the meeting had happened had somehow 
become common knowledge. The fact that a soldier from the House of Aries had 
spoken with the Lord of The House of Cytherea as an equal and walked away, not 
merely with his skin intact, but apparently with the man's respect, made him something 
just shy of legendary. 

He hesitated when she offered to help him test out his mattress, but Erin hadn't 
asked him to make any promises, so he spent the afternoon counting tattoos. 

Over the next few days he met five more neighbors. If he had been an 
anthropologist, he reflected one night, he would have had a field day comparing the 



social dynamics in the House of Cytherea, as compared to his own. Of course, one 
didn't have to be an anthropologist to enjoy this kind of research. 



Rowan climbed into the car, his shoulders hunched, a look of utter misery on his 
face. 

"Well, it's nice to see you again, too. What's the matter, not a morning person?" 
Erin asked, reaching over to straighten his tie. 

"I don't suppose you're my new partner?" 

"Of course not." She chuckled. "I'm Joshua's new right hand. Apparently Cole 
made some bad decisions recently." 

Rowan blinked in surprise and stared at her for a moment. "You're his new 
assistant?" 

"Well, officially, of course, I have no ties to the man. Just like you've never met 
anyone by the name of Hyrt." 

Rowan opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. His eyes drifted down from 
her eyes to the notable bulge of her belly, and he changed his mind again. 

He shook his head. "It's a bad move. Joshua is a risk taker, and he will hang you 
out to dry in a heartbeat. Back out. Tell him you can't do it." 

Erin shook her head as she started the car. "It isn't my call. But I think it'll be okay. 
He's been more cautious, lately. I think part of the reason he picked me is because I 
tend to be less aggressive than Cole." She grinned wickedly at him. "Of course, I also 
think he picked me because he thinks that the guy who took out his last right hand won't 
be quite as quick to throw the mother of his child through a third floor window." 

Rowan tipped his head. "That might have been a factor." 

"So, are you excited about your new job?" 

"Ha." Rowan's dour demeanor returned. "I'm thinking about accidentally sticking 
my hand down a garbage disposal. I've spent most of the week going over rules, 
regulations and procedures. I don't think I'm going to be able to follow them." 

"Well, it is a lot to memorize—" 

"Pshaw. Remembering it isn't the problem. I've spent most of my life playing the 
cowboy. Now I can't punch a guy unless he breaks about twelve different laws. And the 
paperwork involved? It's giving me a headache, and I haven't had to do any of it yet. 



I'm going to be working eighty-hour workweeks for the FBI and doing side jobs for Hyrt 
and Joshua. It's ridiculous. Give me a collapsed European super power any day. Sure 
people are trying to kill you and rip you off left and right, but at least the rules make 
sense." He looked over at Erin in hopes of sympathy. 

She was barely restraining her laughter. 

"It's not funny!" 

"Oh but it is." She leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. "It's adorable." 

Rowan growled something inappropriate under his breath. 

"So, are you going to ask?" 

"Ask what?" 

Erin patted the bulge. "I found out the sex a few days ago." 

Rowan reached out, placing a trembling hand over her bulge, then snatched it away 
as though burned. "Best not. I've never had a kid before, but as I understand it, I won't 
have much access to him. Or her." 

"Usually," Erin acknowledged with a nod. "But this isn't a typical situation." 

Rowan gave her an intent look. "No?" 

Erin shook her head. 

"Well then." Rowan put his hand back out, touching the bulge again. "In that case, I 
think I might prefer to be surprised." 

"As you wish," Erin replied, small smile on her face as she drove. 



The first part of the day was preparation. One of Joshua's people was waiting for 
him in the parking garage and quickly led him through security and into a back room. 

"We need to get started with your background," the man who introduced himself as 
Gilbert said. 

"I was undercover." 

"Right." The man rolled his eyes. "But you can't just say 'I was undercover' to 
everything anyone asks you. You had a life before you were undercover. You were 
recruited before you went undercover. You were trained before you went undercover. 
And even about the undercover stuff, there are things you can mention and things that 
you can't. And when someone asks you a question you can't answer, you have to not- 
answer in a specific way if you want them to buy it." 



"What if I just shot myself. Say in the thigh. If I do that can I just go home?" 

It was no wonder they had insisted that he come in so early. Gilbert spent an hour 
going over Rowan's new history with him and then two more hours grilling him on every 
detail of it. All the while Rowan had to fill out forms. Forms he would have handled 
when he first became an agent. There were personality profiles, several of which he had 
to redo when they showed him to be antisocial and prone toward violence. He had to 
review and fill in information from his phony background check. He had to sign all of the 
reports he was supposed to have turned while undercover and memorize a few key 
details from them. 

Finally seven o'clock rolled around, and Gilbert handed him off to his new boss, a 
man named Kyle. Rowan wrote him off as a prick before he opened his mouth, and his 
opinion didn't improve through the course of the day. Here, again, there were papers to 
sign and forms to fill out. The personality profiles looked familiar. He spotted the 
questions that revealed him for an angry loner and filled in the appropriate lies. 

He barely passed the ethics test, a fact that he attributed to living on the ragged 
edge for so long. He did fairly well with most of the rest of the written stuff. On the gun 
range he broke several records, and when they tested him in self-defense they had to 
switch out instructors halfway through. Apparently he was too rough with the first one. 
Then they had him run. 

When they told him that, as standard procedure for someone who'd been in deep 
cover for as long as he had, he'd be seeing a shrink once week for the next few months, 
he nearly left. But it turned out the shrink in question was Cytherean, so he calmed 
down. 

He got the impression that he was being returned to duty faster than most people in 
his position. Actually, when he started paying attention, he got the impression that he 
was being treated a lot differently than most agents in his position, something Kyle 
seemed to be very upset about. Some of the tests, it seemed, were less about policy 
and more about Kyle trying to find a reason not to let him into the field. Rowan wished 
the prick had just mentioned it. He could have bombed a few of the written exams. 



"So, I've heard all kinds of stories about you. 
Rowan grunted and buckled himself in. 



"They say you were undercover for over a decade. They say you were smuggling 
guns, and drugs and pretty much anything else that a person can smuggle." 

Rowan grunted again and started up the car. 

"They say you had to blow your own cover to save those poor kids from that 
tournament who got kidnapped last month." 

This time Rowan sighed. He mentally reviewed the appropriate procedures for 
getting a new partner. She seemed like a decent person, but he didn't think he could 
handle this much talking. 

"Of course, what really impressed me was the way you lied your ass off when 
Samuel asked if you thought Cole was acting alone." 

Rowan blinked and turned toward the small woman. She smiled widely. He'd never 
seen her face before, but there was something about her expression that was incredibly 
familiar. He knew her from somewhere. 

"Everyone knows you lied, of course, but that wasn't the point. He asked the 
question so you'd have the chance to lie. Because, really, who can afford a war?" 

"Delilah?" 

She tapped the tip of her nose. 

"What are you doing here? Shouldn't you be guarding Tommy?" 

"Not anymore. The paradigm has changed. Three put me there because of my 
skills in surveillance and counter surveillance. He wanted someone to keep a close eye 
on the boy without looking like they were watching, and to make sure nobody else 
stumbled across him. Now, what's the point? Too many synthetics know about him. 
Too many houses know about him. Hell, the humans have a vague notion that he's 
special somehow. My services are no longer required." 

"So Three sent you here to keep tabs on me?" 

"Yes. You're a significant factor, Rowan. You are a crossroads. A confluence, if 
you will. The House of Cytherea and the House of Aries are building an alliance through 
you. The treaty between my people and yours exists to a large extent because of you. 
You have friends in every camp, including Tommy. What is it your people are calling 
him now? The thirteenth house? The house of one?" 

"Depends on who you talk to." 

Delilah smiled. "The world is shrinking and events are unfolding. We live in 
interesting times, and one of the only things we can be certain of is that whatever 
happens next will almost certainly involve you." 



"Oh, well, that's comforting," Rowan responded wryly. 

"Of course, I'm also here because Samuel thought you'd like someone to handle the 
paperwork." 

For the first time all day Rowan felt a faint glimmer of hope. "That beautiful, 
beautiful machine." 



Chapter 28 

"I can't believe you went through with the tournament after all that!" 

Tommy twisted uncomfortably. "Well, that's why we were there. Besides, it wasn't 
that bad. I mean, they didn't torture me or anything. I was just tied to a chair for a while. 
It was actually kind of boring." 

"Boring!" One of the other boys snorted. "I bet you pissed yourself." He looked 
annoyed more than anything, and frankly Tommy couldn't blame him. It had been 
weeks since the incident and people were still asking him to retell the story. He had 
taken Samuel's advice and gone with an easy lie. 

"Well of course I did. And I cried so hard I thought I was going to shake the ropes 
loose. But that was just the first hour. When nothing happened I sort of got bored. I 
mean, I was still scared, but I was bored too. I mean, you try spending that long tied to a 
damned chair. It's miserable." 

"Language, Tommy." One of the teachers called out. It was one of the new 
teachers. Tommy was pretty sure this one was from one of the Houses. Probably 
Athena. 

"Sorry. Tied to a darned chair." 

"Do you really think Ms. Burns was in on it?" 

This was one part of the story that Tommy was not overly pleased about. "Well she 
had to be. I mean, who cuts up a body and takes the parts with them? She just wanted 
people to think she was dead so she could slip out of the country. One of the FBI guys 
told me they had a recording of her getting on a plane to Argentina." 

One of the girls shook her head in disbelief. "I can't believe they did all of that for a 
bet. I can't believe people bet on academic tournaments." 

Tommy snorted. "I'm just surprised they went with kidnapping when it would have 
been so much cheaper just to bribe us. I mean, I'd have taken a dive for a thousand." 

The bell rang and the students headed through the hallways toward their classes. 
Tommy stayed behind, waiting until he and the teacher were alone. 

"I can't believe people really buy that story." 

The teacher shrugged. "What else are they going to believe? Strange things 
happen all the time. As long as all the investigators come to the same conclusion, 
people will accept it." 

"But it isn't even reasonable. It isn't plausible." 



"Whenever you eliminate the impossible, whatever is left, however improbable, must 
be the truth. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle." 

Tommy shook his head. "Yeah, I guess. It's just ... I miss believing, you know? 
Now every day when I look at the paper I question everything. I can't trust any of it 
anymore." 

"Welcome to the real world." 

Tommy shook his head sadly and headed to class. 

Simon was waiting for him. 

The D.C. trip had only served to widen the divide between Tommy and his 
classmates, both by proving to him that he was in fact significantly different than them, 
and by forcing him to lie constantly to everyone around him. Simon, on the other hand, 
only knew that he had been taken captive, locked in a room for several hours, then 
rescued by the FBI. While he was encouraged not to mention the fact that Tommy had 
been interested in the kidnappers long before they showed up in his room and that the 
woman had called Simon "Tommy" several times, for the most part he was free to speak 
about his experience. 

So while Tommy became more and more miserable every time someone asked him 
to tell the story, Simon was reveling in his newfound fame. He had been on several local 
news programs so far, and there was a rumor some of the national programs were 
interested in interviewing him. A publishing company had made an offer for his 
ghostwritten account. He had even gone out with a couple of cheerleaders. The only 
time he seemed like his old self was when he and Tommy hung out. 

"Grim as ever, I see." 

"No, not me," Tommy deadpanned. "I'm as chipper as they come." 

"Come on, cheer up. There's an old Star Trek marathon on tonight. We can watch 
it on my new TV." 

"Sure, I guess." 

"You want to skip class?" 

"We were abducted two weeks ago. If we disappear again they're going to lock 
down the school and send in the SWAT teams." 

Simon shrugged. "Maybe. Oh, there's something I'm supposed to ask you, but you 
gotta promise not to get mad." 

Tommy sighed. "I don't think I can promise that, Simon." 

"Fine. The company that's doing my book wants to do your story, too." 



"Sure, no problem. I was walking down a hall. Someone put a bag over my head. 
We drove for a while. They tied me to a chair. The FBI showed up. You want me to 
write that down?" 

"They want to know what you were thinking and how it felt. What you were thinking 
when you found out you won the tournament. Stuff like that. They told me to tell you 
they'll pay you a twenty thousand advance, more when the book sells." 

"Tell them I'm not interested." 

"You're not even going to think about it? For twenty thousand?" 

Tommy shot Simon a look. 

He put his hands up in surrender. "Sorry, man. They wanted me to try, so I tried." 

Tommy sighed again. He was graduating in a few short months, and he was 
looking forward to it like he had never looked forward to anything in his life. The closer 
the day got, though, the further away it seemed. 

"So have you thought about where you're going to college?" 

"I'm not." 

Simon stopped dead in his tracks. "What?" 

"I'm not going to college." 

"But . . ." Simon searched for the words. "But you're the smartest person I know." 

Tommy considered denying it, but it would only be false modesty, especially now 
that he knew the truth about himself. That he'd been engineered. He'd always known 
he had mental edge, and it had always felt like he was cheating somehow. Now he 
knew he was. Not intentionally, of course, but the effect was the same. 

So much of life was about competition. There were a limited number of resources 
out there, and everyone seemed bound and determined to get as much as they could. 
Tommy had no doubt he could get into any school he wanted, but he'd be taking the 
spot from someone else, and he wouldn't even get all that much out of it. There were 
plenty of things left to learn, but he could learn them on his own. 

Tommy had spent a lot of time these last few weeks thinking things over, and he 
had decided he was tired of competing for things he didn't want and trying to be 
someone he wasn't. He didn't want to have a career; he wanted to have a purpose. He 
didn't want to endure. He wanted to live. He didn't want to earn a paycheck; he wanted 
to create value. He wanted to make something that would never have existed if he 
hadn't brought it into being. 



"I've got this idea I've been working on, this project. I'm going to build my own 
company." 

"Uh, don't you need to go to college to do that?" 

Tommy grinned. "Not the way I'm going to do it." 

"Do you want some help?" 

Tommy shook his head. "It's something I've got to do on my own. Besides, you 
should go to college. When you get out, if you need a job, look me up." 

"Under Philips?" 

"Ascension Technologies." 

"Ascension Technologies. Sounds kind of pretentious." 

Tommy laughed. "Yeah, maybe. But that's because it doesn't exist yet. Plaster 
that on the side of a sixty story building with a white marble walkway, and it'll look just 
fine." 



Chapter 29 

"Yessir?" 

Karryn's replacement stood in the doorway waiting. The body he wore was tall, six 
foot three, but slim. His hair was black and thick enough to make him look almost an 
inch taller. He had only recently moved out of Gamma City, one of the larger virtual 
worlds. Samuel had given him some pointers on facial expressions and human 
behavior, but he still had a lot of work to do. 

"Michael, I need you to bring the car around. There's a lead on one of men who 
escaped the Washington fiasco." 

"Yessir." 

Michael left, moving quickly. He might not have mastered the fine art of wearing his 
feelings, but Samuel had spent enough time around enough newbies to know that 
Michael was scared of him. He got everything done faster than he had any need to, and 
he never spoke unless spoken to. 

It was to be expected. It was widely believed that Samuel had killed more of his 
own kind in the course of a few short hours than his brother had in the course of an 
entire war. No one but Samuel was certain how many he had killed and how many he 
had merely imprisoned, and he wasn't about to tell them. 

Of course, the fact that Michael was taking over for one of Samuel's purported 
victims probably contributed to his agitation. 

Samuel opened up his safe and pulled out one of his watches. Whomever Karryn 
had answered to had been inactive since the incident. But that wouldn't last forever. 
They had probably already begun recruiting replacements. It wouldn't be too hard; there 
were plenty of people who disapproved of Samuel's actions. Finding a few who thought 
something needed to be done about it would be child's play. 

Samuel closed the safe and headed for the door. 

The thing that troubled him the most was that nobody seemed particularly upset 
over what Samuel saw as his one true crime. 

The man whose mind he had stolen was just another name on the list of the dead. 
And the time Samuel had spent using him as a tool didn't seem to bother anyone other 
than Samuel. It was probably because Samuel was the last machine left who had 
experienced the memories of Unit One. Nobody else could understand the horror of a 
life with no self. Samuel understood the need for artificial intelligences, but the act of 



turning one of his own into such a thing was as unspeakable to him as the thought of 
lobotomizing humans and walking them around on leashes as though they were dogs. It 
was a decision he would question to the day that he died. Much like his decision to lie to 
the boy. Samuel got into the empty elevator and pressed the button for the bottom floor. 

The voice behind him spoke gently. "The day will come when he will have to know 
the truth." Samuel did not turn around. "I couldn't tell him yet. He wouldn't understand 
the meaning of it. And there are too many who would destroy him for it, if they knew." 

"But you will tell him." 

"When he's ready." 

The voice did not reply. 

Samuel rode the rest of the way in silence, taking a moment, just before the doors 
opened, to remind himself of who he was, of what he was, and of how he was expected 
to behave. He walked briskly through the lobby to the front door, where Michael was 
waiting for him. 

Samuel moved as though he had no cares. As though the test he had been through 
was an easy one. As though all of life's tests were easy. 
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Sneak preview at Chapter 1 of Book 2 

"Oh, Tommy, good, you're home. I've been wanting to talk to you about something." 

Tommy winced. He knew exactly what his foster father wanted to talk about. It had 
been coming for a month now, and he had been avoiding Mr. Philips specifically 
because he didn't want to have this particular conversation just yet. Or ever, really. 

"Sure." He made his way down the staircase he had been halfway up and settled 
into the large couch Mrs. Philips had bought two weeks earlier. 

Before his foster father could start talking, Tommy asked, "How was work?" 

"Hmm? Oh, fine. Fine. Mr. Jackson hired a few new people so I've got my hands 
full training and whatnot." 

"He's still got you doing that? You know, if he's going to make you do the assistant 
manager's job, the least he could do is give you the position." It was one of Mr. Philips's 
favorite topics, and Tom's best chance of changing the subject. 

"Tell me about it." Mr. Philips's face darkened in annoyance. "I'm more than 
qualified for his position and he won't even . . ." he blinked in surprise and looked 
suspiciously over at Tommy, whose expression was a mask of credulity. "But that isn't 
what I wanted to talk about." 

Tommy restrained a sigh. 

"I wanted to see how you were enjoying your little break from school." 

An interesting choice of words. Mr. Phillips had opened with a nonthreatening 
question, one designed to put Tommy at ease while simultaneously establishing the 
direction of the conversation. Tommy's time off from school was a "little break," implying 
both that it was a temporary situation and that Tommy was using the time to relax. By 
establishing this early on, Mr. Philips was setting up to avoid any arguments regarding 
what Tommy should do next and move on to what was, in his mind, the more logical 
question of when he would be returning to school. 

"So far so good, sir." Tommy had adopted the honorific for his foster father 
because, while he still couldn't bring himself to call the man "Dad," he couldn't quite take 
the look of pain in the man's eye whenever he called him "Mr. Philips." 

"Good. Good. Sometimes we need to take a little time off, gather ourselves, figure 
out what direction we're moving." 



Use of 'we' and 'ourselves' served to legitimate Mr. Philips input, while approval 
over past choices was meant to convince Tommy that this was not a debate, simply a 
conversation between two people with like goals. 

Tommy bit his lower lip to keep from groaning. He knew what was coming. 

"And certainly, nobody can fault you for wanting to take a break. Especially after 
everything that happened to you last year." 

Tommy had never told his foster father exactly what had happened the year before. 
Mr. Philips was under the impression that Tommy had been kidnaped, tied to a chair and 
left in an empty room for about nine hours. If he knew what had really happened . . . 
well, actually he wouldn't believe it for a second. 

"Yeah, it was really stressful." Stressful didn't begin to describe it. Between finding 
out that he had been grown in a tank by sentient machines, and being chased around 
the U.S. Capitol by genetically engineered soldiers, Tommy wasn't sure what the 
appropriate word was for what he had felt, but somehow "stress" just didn't seem 
adequate. 

Mr. Philips nodded sympathetically. "I'm sure it was. And, as I've told you before, if 
you want to talk about it, I'm right here." 

"That's alright, sir . . ." 

"Or if you don't want to talk to me, I can call Dr. Todd and arrange to start your visits 
up again." 

"No!" 

Mr. Philips leaned back slightly, surprised at the vigor of Tom's dissent. 

Tommy cleared his throat awkwardly. He had endured Dr. Todd quite enough for 
one lifetime. "I mean, no thank you. I appreciate your concern, but I'm handling it on my 
own." 

Mr. Philips smiled and patted Tommy on the leg. "Good. I'm glad to hear it." 

Tommy smiled and pretended to start to get up. 

"Have you given any more thought to what college you'd like to go to?" 

Tommy pretended to be surprised by the question. "What? Oh, not a lot, really. I 
mean, I've got a little time before I have to worry about that." 

"It's actually coming up pretty fast. A lot of schools are going to start accepting 
applications in the next few weeks. I know, between your grade point average and your 
SAT scores you have your pick of any college in the country, but there's nothing to be 
gained by putting it off." 



Tommy sighed. The only reason he had taken the SATs was to get the Philips off 
his back for a few months. The truth was, Tommy had no intention of going to college. 
Ever. 

His IQ was well over two hundred; he could write code in his sleep; and he spoke 
over a dozen languages fluently. He knew more than most people ever would, and his 
own natural curiosity inspired him to pursue knowledge more than any school was likely 
to. 

Frankly there wasn't that much that college had to offer him, except the chance to 
hang around other college students, and since he wasn't old enough to participate in any 
of the more interesting college activities, the idea just didn't hold that much appeal for 
him. 

Of course, he couldn't tell that to Mr. Philips. The man thought in completely 
different terms than Tommy. In Mr. Philips' mind, the purpose of school was to get an 
education so that you could get a good job so that you could live comfortably, start a 
family . . . and presumably produce children to repeat the process. 

Tommy, on the other hand, considered college to be a place where people spent 
exorbitant amounts of money to get a piece of paper that said that instead of getting a 
job at the ground floor and earning their way up the corporate ladder, they could start 
their careers in middle management. And since he wasn't remotely interested in ever 
being in either the ground floor or middle management, he didn't see any reason to buy 
that incredibly expensive piece of paper. 

Mr. Philips had given him a lecture several months before about choosing career 
paths, but Tommy already knew that there weren't any career paths he wanted to follow. 
The idea of working for somebody else was repellant. If he had to have a job, if he had 
to earn money, he was going to do it his own way, by his own merits, and according to 
his own rules. 

"I don't know." Tommy shook his head thoughtfully. "I'm kind of thinking about 
taking an extra year. Or maybe just a semester," he added quickly in response to Mr. 
Philips expression. "I mean, I skipped a couple of grades. I'd still be ahead of most 
people my age." 

"True," Mr. Philips conceded, though saying so seemed to pain him. "The thing is, 
taking too much time away from school can be a dangerous thing. The longer you go 
without it, the less important it seems, and the harder it is to go back. Right now you 
have a scholarship, you have great grades, amazing test scores, everything you need to 



get into a great school, but the longer you wait, the less helpful it's all going to be. An 
acceptance committee may be blown away today, but if you go to them in four years, 
they're going to think you're unmotivated." 

Tommy nodded his head, making sure Mr. Philips knew that he was taking it all 
very, very seriously. "You make a good point. I'm going to mull it over a bit." 

Mr. Philips sighed sadly. "All right then, Tommy." 

Tommy forced a smile and headed back upstairs. He hated that disappointed tone. 
Hated it as much as he hated anything else in the world, probably. There were a limited 
number of people to whom he felt any measure of debt. The Philips, though, were high 
on that list, and knowing that he was causing them concern made him ache. 

But he wouldn't change his course. It wasn't a matter of pride. At least, he didn't 
think pride was involved. To him it was about his nature. He knew who he was and 
what he wanted in life. He understood what he needed if he was to have any kind of 
happiness, and he knew that the safe path, the path that the Philips wanted him to take, 
would only lead him away from that. Away, not only from what he wanted, but from what 
he had to have. 

He could endure college, but simply having a degree wouldn't actually help him. 
The path of least resistance to get where he needed to be would involve at least a 
master's degree and a few years of faithful service to a company. Tommy was fairly 
certain he'd kill himself before he put in the necessary time. So instead he was chasing 
the dream. 

Of course, it was an uphill chase in a snowstorm wearing a loincloth and carrying 
bags of sand, but if he could get lucky ... all he needed was one break. 

The maddening thing was that he could make the break happen. He could force it. 
Tommy wasn't just a talented programmer; he was a prodigy. He could hack a bank and 
steal his start up capital in less than five minutes if he wanted to. But even the thought 
of it was anathema to him. 

He had no moral qualms about hacking government servers or taking a look through 
private corporate files, but moving money felt wrong, and with what he planned to do 
with his company, it was a given that people would start digging into its history 
eventually. If it was built on stolen money, no matter what he did afterwards, even if he 
returned it all with significant interest, he'd have painted a giant red target on his own 
back that somebody would start shooting at. 



So instead of five minutes on a computer, something he loved, Tommy found 
himself spending hours at a time in stuffy rooms trying to convince very old, very rich 
men who generally smelled funny that a short fifteen-year-old with big ears was a good 
investment. 

His success so far had been . . . nonexistent. But still, he had to try. He had 
considered selling programs. Unfortunately the people who bought that kind of thing 
considered themselves far too important to schedule a meeting with a kid. When he'd 
tried to set something up, he'd gotten offers for job interviews, but in order to just sell a 
program, he had to have a name people recognized, which meant that he had to have 
produced and sold quality, marketable works already. To have done that, he'd need to 
have worked for a company. 

He had another meeting in two days with one of the few banks that hadn't turned 
him down yet, and he had to prepare. Tommy had been giving presentations for most of 
the last few months, and he had gotten pretty good. 

One of the tricks, he had found, was to tailor his proposition to whomever would be 
making the decision. Not that it had done him any good yet, but his rejections had been 
a lot more polite and regretful since he started. His upcoming meeting was with a family 
man. He had four children, all but the last of which was grown and out on their own. He 
had one grandchild and a second on the way. He'd been married to the same woman 
for almost forty years. 

Tommy took apart the proposal he had used last time. His previous meeting had 
been with an avid hunter and outdoorsman. Tommy had approached him with designs 
for a silent, nimble off road vehicle, binoculars with night vision that would cost only 
about a dollar more per unit to produce than regular binoculars, and a tent big enough 
for seven people, that would take seconds to set up, and when it was taken down was 
small enough and light enough to carry in one's jeans. 

Unfortunately, while all of these things would be relatively cheap to mass product, 
creating a sample to show around would cost more money than Tommy had to spend 
and the man he'd shown the proposal to doubted his figures. Actually he doubted the 
designs as well. Not that Tommy could blame him. It would have taken several PhDs to 
understand all of the innovations he was proposing. 

Tommy put the designs back in their appropriate sections in his binder and began 
flipping through, looking for something more appropriate. He pulled out a few sheets 
with ideas for car safety advancements, designs for a cheaper, more efficient 



refrigerator, and a collection of designs for toys that he'd come up with when he was 
younger. 

There were a half a dozen other possibilities, but Tommy stopped with what he had. 
His first few meetings, he had assumed that the more ideas he presented, the more 
likely he was to stumble across the right project and get some kind of positive response. 
After a time he'd come to realize that at a certain point he moved past diminishing 
returns, and actually dealt with negating returns. 

He knew that it was difficult for people to take him seriously because of his age, but 
it hadn't occurred to him that the more he claimed to be able to do, the less likely people 
were to believe he could do anything. When he started talking about advanced physics, 
bioengineering, biochemistry, and computer programming, they tended to assume he 
was just making things up. As the old saying went, sometimes less was more. 

He spent the next hour doing research and coming up with a business model for his 
propositions. By the time he had finished it was getting dark outside. He checked the 
clock. He was going to be just barely on time. 



"Jeez, finally! You know I hate missing the previews." Simon scowled at his 
approaching best friend. "Come on, come on!" 

Tommy snorted and shook his head. "You can watch the previews online anytime 
you want." 

"Yeah, but it's not the same!" 

Simon waited impatiently for Tommy to reach him, then raced up to the ticket booth, 
threw some money at the girl and raced into the building without waiting for his change. 
Money wasn't really an issue for Simon these days. After the incident the year before, 
he'd spent months traveling around doing interviews for news programs and talk shows. 
Then he'd sold his story to a publishing company who'd hired a ghostwriter. Simon had 
ended up making somewhere in the neighborhood of sixty thousand dollars. It wasn't 
enough to fund Tom's theoretical corporation, and Simon's parents had put most of it 
away to pay for college, but for a high school sophomore whose father worked low end 
retail, he was basically rolling in cash. 

Tommy strolled casually into the theater lobby, ignoring Simon's exasperated look, 
and pausing to glance at the posters advertising upcoming releases. 



"Dammit!" Simon growled at him. "Come on!" 

Elizabeth, arriving from her trip to the concession stand, rolled her eyes and 
punched Simon softly in the kidney. "He's only doing it because he knows he'll get a rise 
out of you." 

Tommy smiled. After Simon's unexpected fifteen minutes of fame he had gone from 
an utter unknown to one of the most popular kids at school. Being fourteen years old, he 
had, of course, made some unwise decisions. Specifically, he had made pretty much 
every bad decision a person could make in choosing whom to date. 

In the last year he had gone through nearly a dozen girlfriends, mostly cheerleaders 
and preppy girls who had dated him either because he was famous or because he had 
money to waste on them. 

Tommy had disapproved of each and every one of Simon's girlfriends. Up until 
Elizabeth. There was something different about her. Something sincere. 

"Tommy, the movie starts in . . . fifteen seconds. We're going to go find seats." She 
turned and headed toward the theater, pulling Simon behind her. 

Tommy chuckled, waiting a few seconds to make sure that they knew he was 
coming because he wanted to, not because they had any say over what he did, then 
followed. 

"Hey big boy. Looking for a good time?" 

Tommy started in surprise. Behind him he heard a familiar giggle. 

"Sharon." Tommy took a moment to compose himself before turning. "I hadn't 
expected to run into you here. Did you get demoted back to following me around 
again?" 

Tommy had to look up slightly when he faced her. He was a little short for his age, 
and at five foot ten, she had several inches on him. When he had first met her she had 
seemed to him the embodiment of the nerd stereotype. She dressed frumpily, didn't 
seem quite certain what to do with her frizzy red hair, and wore glasses that didn't suit 
her. When she smiled you could be blinded by the reflection from her braces. He had 
come to wonder, however, if her appearance was a matter of nature or choice. As a 
child of the House of Athena, she had been sent to keep an eye on him. A job which 
she had performed by joining his school and playing the roll of a typical teenager. She 
was anything but typical. 

"Following you was hardly a chore." Her tone was mildly flirtatious. "But I assure 
you, meeting you here is purely happenstance." 



"Uh-huh. What movie are you here to see?" 

She showed him her ticket. 

"What a surprise." Tommy deadpanned. "Me too." 

Sharon put a hand over her mouth in mock surprise. "Really? What are the odds of 
that? You know, I came all by myself. You wouldn't mind if I sat with you, would you?" 

Tommy rolled his eyes and started heading towards the theater again, slowly, 
though, to give them a chance to talk. "What do you want, Sharon?" 

"Can't a girl spend some time with the boy she's stalking without there being some 
ulterior motive?" Sharon fell in step beside him. 

"You've managed to do your job without having to actually interact with me forgoing 
on a year now. I can only assume that the fact that you're making contact now means 
something has changed." 

"Well obviously." 

"Right, so what is it?" 

"The House of Athena is aware of your attempts to strike out on your own. We're 
also aware that you have hit something of a stumbling block, and we would like to offer 
our assistance." 

Tommy glanced at Sharon out of the corner of his eye. She looked completely 
serious. 

He wasn't sure that was a good thing. 

Tommy had limited experience with the Nospius houses, but one thing he had 
learned was that they were a lot like corporations. Specifically, there was a very, very 
small chance that one of their members might do something entirely out of the goodness 
of their heart, but if they were acting as a representative of their house then they were 
after something. Houses didn't have hearts, only allies, enemies, and plans. 

"The House of Athena is willing to loan me several million dollars?" 

"We're willing to loan you up to one hundred million dollars." She reached over and 
adjusted his collar. "You're one of us, Tommy. Maybe not the same house, but we're 
closer to kin than these humans. For us, this is an opportunity to invest, not only in your 
project but in your future, and in the future of our relationship." 

Investing in something meant buying a piece of it, and Tommy wasn't comfortable 
with the idea of someone else owning a piece of his future. 



"I see." Tommy kept his voice carefully neutral. He opened the theater door for her. 
"As interesting as your proposition sounds, I'm here to unwind. Perhaps we can talk 
more after the movie." 

Sharon looked like she was going to object, but she stopped herself, smiled sweetly, 
and headed into the theater. 



